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In education, the use of community-based instruction (CBI) is a recommended practice for 
learning skills that promote the ability of students with severe disabilities to participate more 
fully in their communities.  Although studies have investigated the effectiveness of CBI in 
acquiring and generalizing community skills, research has yet to investigate interactions during 
CBI.  This exploratory qualitative study incorporated aspects of case-study and ethnographic 
methodologies to understand how eight high school students with severe disabilities interacted 
with others (e.g., community members, peers, school staff) during CBI and how contextual 
factors (i.e., activity, setting, supports) influenced their interactions.  Data were collected through 
observations of students during CBI, and interviews with special education teachers and 
paraprofessionals who delivered instruction.  Findings indicated that students primarily 
interacted with others by (a) participating in instructional interactions, (b) getting their needs 
met, and (c) engaging in social exchanges.  The most significant contextual factors influencing 
how students interacted were (a) availability of supports, (b) purpose of activity, and (c) being 
recognized in the setting.  Findings from the study will increase our understanding about the 
potential opportunities for interactions during CBI and how school staff can support students to 
interact with others.   
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What would happen if our society fully recognized and validated human 
variation?  What if we cultivated rather than reduced this rich distinctiveness? 
How would the public landscape change if the widest possible diversity of human 
forms, functions, and behaviors were fully accommodated?  How would such an 
understanding alter our collective sense of what is beautiful and proper?  What 
would be the political significance of such inclusion? (Garland-Thomson, 2004, 
para. 14) 
 Being a valued member of a community is vital for all individuals, both with and without 
disabilities.  Although “community” is often used to describe a setting, it is not limited to a mere 
physical location; rather, it encompasses a collective consciousness, a group’s shared 
understanding of societal norms, including society’s beliefs, ideas, and attitudes (Durkheim, 
1893).  The community imagined by Garland-Thomson (above) is one where all individuals are 
accepted into the collective consciousness.  However, in reality, acceptance into the community 
has often been predicated on being recognized as having shared or similar characteristics of the 
other members within the dominant culture.  As the mosaic of our country has expanded to 
include individuals who were previously marginalized, some individuals who previously 
experienced being left out are now experiencing wider acceptance.    
 Studies report that individuals with severe disabilities often feel left out of the dominant 
society’s communities (Abbott & McConkey, 2006; Craig & Bigby, 2015; Milner & Kelly, 
2009).  They experience lower quality of life and are less likely to experience social acceptance 
than individuals without disabilities (Sheppard-Jones, Prout, & Kleinert, 2005).  Moreover, their 
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social networks are often limited to families, caregivers, and peers with disabilities, giving them 
fewer opportunities to engage in activities with same-age peers without disabilities (Kennedy, 
Horner, & Newton, 1989; Kennedy, Horner, & Newton, 1990; Lippold & Burns, 2009; Rossetti, 
Lehr, Lederer, Pelerin, & Huang, 2015).  So, how does one become a part of the community?  A 
variety of factors have been identified that encourage inclusion within public environments.  
Historically, socio-political movements, attitudinal changes, legal decisions, statutory changes, 
and research have all worked together to promote positive outcomes for those who have 
previously been left out (Shogren, Bradley, Gomez, Yeager, & Schalock, 2009). 
 Inclusion in the community is not solely access and presence. Just as in education, 
inclusion in the community should encompass active participation (Bogenschutz, Nord, & 
Hewitt, 2015; Cummins & Lau, 2003; Wiesel & Bigby, 2014) including interacting with others 
(Clement & Bigby, 2009; Thorn, Pittman, Myers, & Slaughter, 2009).  Literature that addresses 
how adults with severe disabilities are interacting with others in the community has identified 
contextual factors that influence interactions.  Three factors identified are (1) the activity in 
which they are participating (Johnson, Douglas, Bigby, & Iacono, 2010; Walker, 1999; Wiesel & 
Bigby, 2014), (2) the environmental setting they are in (Gibson et al., 2014; Wiesel, Bigby, & 
Carling-Jenkins, 2013; Saxby, Thomas, Felce, & De Kock, 1986), and (3) the supports they are 
provided (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; Davis & Russell, 1990; Overmars-Marovx, Thomégarlandse, 
Verdonschot, & Herman, 2014).  However, there is limited research addressing interactions in 
community settings for students with severe disabilities at the secondary age level (Aveno & 
Renzaglia, 1998).    
 The use of community-based instruction (CBI) is advocated in the literature as an 
effective means of teaching skills (e.g., purchasing grocery store items, ordering food in a 
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restaurant) in environments where the skills are naturally used (Dymond, 2012; McDonnell, 
2017; Spooner, Browder, & Richter, 2011). Teaching in the community is also effective in 
promoting generalization of skills (Dymond, 2012; Spooner et al., 2011; Stokes & Baer, 1977).  
Therefore, during CBI, students are not only learning the target skill but are also learning how to 
negotiate the unexpected demands that naturally arise in the setting.  Because CBI is an 
important part of the educational programming for students with severe disabilities, there is an 
expectation that they will encounter other individuals in the communing setting (e.g., community 
members, peers) and engage in interactions (Agran, Snow, & Swaner, 1999; Hopkins & 
Dymond, 2017; Westling & Fleck, 1991).  Interactions may be comprised of simple greetings or 
pleasantries exchanged or interactions needed to complete the task on which they are working 
(Wiesel & Bigby, 2014). Additionally, learning how to participate in the community also 
provides multiple opportunities to interact with peers who come to the environment with them in 
order to generalize communication skills learned in the school setting.  It is therefore important 
to contemplate the role that CBI has in not only addressing the development of target skills but 
also how to support students’ interactions with others.   
 The purpose of this study was to understand how high school students with severe 
disabilities interact with others (i.e., community members, school staff, and peers) during CBI 
and the contextual factors (i.e., activity, environment, and supports) that influence their 
interactions.  Chapter 2 begins with an overview of the purpose of education and inclusion, and 
describes how CBI addresses the educational needs of high school students with severe 
disabilities.  The remainder of Chapter 2 is a review of the literature addressing interactions in 
school and community settings and concludes with a conceptual framework for the study, 
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demonstrating how the use of Social Role Valorization and Intergroup Contact Theory during 
CBI can influence interactions with others.    
 Chapter 3 describes the methods employed in the study.  A qualitative research study was 
designed that drew upon multiple case study and ethnographic methodologies.  Participants in 
the study were high school students with severe disabilities who participated in CBI, their special 
education teachers, and any paraprofessionals who provided instruction to the student participant 
during the observations.  Each student constituted a case, with eight cases selected.  Six of the 
individual cases were comprised of a student, special education teacher, and paraprofessional 
while the remaining two individual cases consisted of a student and special education teacher.  
Data were collected through three participant-observations, interviews, and questionnaires.  
Thematic analysis using the constant comparative method was used to better understand the 
connections within individual student’s experiences and to draw conclusions across the data 
about the collective experiences of high school students with severe disabilities.   
Definitions of Terms 
 There are several terms frequently used throughout the study.  Although some terms may 
be common, their meaning is sometimes misinterpreted or has multiple meanings; therefore, the 
terms are defined for purposes of the study.    
 Community-based instruction (CBI).  Community-based instruction is the teaching of 
everyday tasks (e.g., purchasing items in a store, ordering food at a restaurant) to students within 
community contexts at least once per week.    
 Disability.  Disability is the “negative aspects of the interaction between an individual 
(with a health condition) and that individual’s contextual factors (environmental and personal 
factors)” (WHO, 2001, p. 213).  Environmental factors are made up of the physical, social, and 
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attitudinal environment.  Personal factors are those that are unrelated to the health condition 
(e.g., gender, age).    
 Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment (DLM-AA).  The DLM-AA is an 
alternate assessment given to students with the most significant cognitive disabilities for whom 
the general state assessments are not appropriate, even with accommodations.    
 Inclusion.  Inclusion is active engagement and participation in the same or similar 
activities as the individuals without disabilities who are present in the same environment.    
 Interaction.  An interaction is defined as any verbal or non-verbal behavior (e.g., speech, 
gesture, use of AAC, vocalization, or movement) between the focus student and one or more 
persons, with both an initiation and response. Either (a) the focus student will initiate an 
interaction with another person who is present and the other person will then respond using 
verbal and/or non-verbal means or (b) a person will initiate an interaction with the focus student 
and the focus student will in turn respond to the initiation.  
 One –way interaction.  One-way interactions are when there is an initiation of 
communication (e.g., speech, gesture, use of AAC, vocalization, or movement) on the part of 
either the focus student towards another individual in the environment (i.e., community member, 
peers, school staff) or another individual in the environment towards the focus student, without a 
resulting response from the recipient of the initiation.   
 Exclusionary interaction.  Exclusionary interactions are when individuals other than the 
focus student are engaged in an interaction about the focus student without including them in any 
part of the interaction. For example, when an employee of a business initiates an interaction with 
school staff about the focus student (e.g., what does the student want to eat) and the school staff 
answers for the focus student.   
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 Partial participation.  Partial participation is the ability for students to participate in 
activities to the extent in which they are able to do so.  Partial participation is supported by 
individualized adaptations (e.g., materials, supports) to any portion of an activity that the student 
is unable to complete independently.  Use of individualized adaptations enhances performance of 
existing skills and promotes the development of new skills (Baumgart et al., 1982).    
 Participation.  Participation is the act of taking part in something.  For purposes of this 
study, participation is the act of engaging in an activity.   
 Presence.  Presence, or being present, is the state of existing or being in a place.  It 
connotes the notion that the individual is in attendance (i.e., physically there) but is not 
necessarily participating or engaged in the activities or environment in which they are present.     
 Severe disability.  A student with a severe disability has a primary disability of (a) 
moderate to severe intellectual disability, (b) multiple disabilities, or (c) autism and takes the 
DLM-AA or has taken it in the past but is no longer required to do so.   For the purposes of the 
study, the definition of severe disabilities is based on labels in order to provide a definition for 





 Philosophers have long debated the purpose of education.  Perspectives on the role 
education plays in our lives are shaped by the time period in which we are living and the culture 
of our society.  Plato described the goal of education as producing adults who contribute to the 
well-being of the community through learning science, politics, fitness, literature, and the arts 
(Plato, 1991).  Rousseau highlighted the importance of learning what is important to the child so 
that they can develop into an independent and free-thinking individual (Rousseau, 2003).  More 
recently, American educational philosophers have contemplated the purpose of education as 
teaching individuals how to live immediately and independently in their current environments 
(Dewey, 1938).  Indeed, Dewey stated that the importance of education is that it is a means of 
ensuring the “social continuity of life” (Dewey, 1916, p. 3).  George Counts (1978) argued that 
education constitutes teaching individuals how to live as members of a society in order to give 
them the skills they need to participate in the social life of their communities.  In a more 
pragmatic stance expanding on the philosophical discourse, sociologists deMarrais and 
LeCompte (1995) believe that there are four purposes of education: (1) intellectual (2) political 
and civic, (3) economic, and (4) social.  Within each of these stances about the purpose of 
education stated above, it is clear that preparing individuals to live their adult lives within their 
community as a social-being transcends time.      
 Indeed, in the U.S., laws have been enacted to specify the valued elements of education 
(Every Student Succeeds Act; ESSA, 2015; Individuals with Disabilities Education Act; IDEA, 
2004).  The purpose of education is to ensure that all students acquire the skills they will need 
post-school, with a focus on career and college readiness (ESSA, 2015).  For students with 
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severe disabilities at the high school level (i.e., transition age), it is also important that, in 
addition to career and college readiness, their educational program includes instruction on skills 
needed for community participation (IDEA, 2004).    
 Community-based instruction (CBI) is an effective means of teaching skills necessary to 
participate in the community (Dymond, 2012; McDonnell, 2017; Walker, Uphold, Richter, & 
Test, 2010).  CBI promotes the acquisition of community skills through systematic instruction in 
the community setting where the skills would naturally be used.  Use of CBI also aids in teaching 
students to navigate the environmental cues and demands that only learning in the natural setting 
can provide (Stokes & Baer, 1977).  These cues and demands include interactions with 
community members who are present in the environment.    
 The purpose of this chapter is to provide a review of the literature and a conceptual 
framework for understanding the literature.  The literature review includes a discussion of 
inclusion and the use of CBI to prepare students with severe disabilities to participate in their 
communities.  Next, the literature review addresses studies investigating interactions in school 
and the community for individuals with severe disabilities and the contextual factors that 
influence their interactions.  A conceptual framework addressing interactions in the context of 
CBI is then shared.   
Inclusion 
 There is no one definition of inclusion in the community.  Inclusion can mean 
participating with peers in after-school activities, with co-workers during breaks, or with 
community members while engaging in day-to-day activities.  Amado, Stancliffe, McCarron, and 
McCallion (2013) identified a host of interchangeable phrases that the literature has used to 
describe inclusion, including social integration, social network, social connections, community 
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participation, and social capital.  Just as in education, there is a need to redefine inclusion in the 
community as not merely a place (i.e., presence) but as active engagement and participation 
(Bogenschutz et al., 2015; Cummins & Lau, 2003; Wiesel & Bigby, 2014).  The World Health 
Organization (2004) describes social inclusion as participation in activities through interaction 
with others in the context in which they live, including community, civic, and social life.  
Therefore, inclusion is not only using facilities that are available to everyone; it also includes 
interacting with others in the community (Clement & Bigby, 2009; Thorn, Pittman, Myers, & 
Slaughter, 2009).   
 Importance of inclusion.  Research indicates that inclusion is associated with an 
improved quality of life for everyone, including well-being, social functioning, and health 
(Begen & Turner-Cobb, 2015; Chang, Coster, & Helfrich, 2013; Dahan-Oliel, Shikako-Thomas, 
& Majnemer, 2012).  For individuals with disabilities, inclusion is a valued outcome within a 
cross-section of fields, including special education, vocational rehabilitation, social work, and 
disability studies.   Parents and educators also value inclusion (Rossetti, Lehr, Huang, Ghai, & 
Harayama, 2016) as do the individuals with disabilities themselves.  In King et al. (2014), 10 
young adults with severe disabilities shared that they desired opportunities to be a part of their 
communities and around other people outside of their homes (e.g., shopping at the mall) just as 
much as the actual activity in which they were participating.        
 Unfortunately, individuals with severe disabilities often have fewer opportunities to 
engage in typical community environments and experience lower levels of participation in 
meaningful daily activities (Amado et al., 2013; Maes, Lambrechts, Hostyn, & Petry, 2007).    
Moreover, they frequently report feeling that they are not valued members of their communities 
(Forrester-Jones et al., 2002; Friedman & Spassiani, 2017).  The result is that some individuals 
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may experience isolation and feelings of loneliness (Gilmore & Cuskelly, 2014; Stancliffe et al., 
2007).  In a survey of over 1,000 adults (age 18+) with an intellectual or developmental 
disability, nearly half reported feeling lonely frequently (Stancliffe et al., 2007).  It is clear that, 
although inclusion in the community is a value shared by many, bringing individuals with severe 
disabilities into the collective consciousness has not proven successful for all.    
 History of inclusion.  Historically, deinstitutionalization was a catalyst for moving 
individuals with significant mental health, intellectual, and/or developmental disabilities out of 
large scale institutions to community environments (Thorn et al., 2009).  Initially, this process 
was focused on achieving a physical presence in the community and not on what was needed in 
order to be part of a community (Amado et al., 2013; Cummins & Lau, 2003).  But the 
movement of individuals out of institutions and into community settings made it necessary for 
those communities where individuals would live to provide access to education, employment, 
independent living, and community participation that individuals without disabilities enjoyed 
(Yell, 2016).  Moreover, further laws were necessary to ensure that individuals with disabilities 
had the supports and services needed to participate in these environments.   
 Primarily a civil rights law, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) was enacted to 
provide protection against discrimination for individuals with disabilities when accessing 
programs and services receiving federal assistance.  The Americans with Disabilities Act (1990) 
extended the scope of Section 504 by prohibiting discrimination against individuals with 
disabilities in areas that not only received federal funds but also private and public entities that 
serve the public (Huefner & Herr, 2012).  ADA addressed the needs of people with disabilities 
by guaranteeing that public spaces are open and accessible to everyone (e.g., community, school, 
work).  In 1999, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Olmstead v. L. C. that individuals with 
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disabilities have the right to live in the most integrated setting possible and that Medicaid funds 
be used to pay for community-based services.  The Olmstead decision held that living outside of 
institutions would increase the presence of individuals with disabilities in the community and 
provide increased opportunities for community participation.  States have been slow to adopt the 
Olmstead decision and individuals with severe disabilities continue to live in congregate settings 
(Rosenbaum, 2016).  In order to enforce Olmstead, the U.S. Department of Justice has sued 
individual states using ADA and Olmstead to negotiate settlements that move in the direction of 
community inclusion (Wehman, Chan, Ditchman, & Kange, 2014). 
 Current laws primarily address the procedural application of inclusion through access to 
the community and the provision of supports and services needed to achieve access.  However, 
being physically present does not necessarily translate into feeling included; it is a passive means 
of inclusion (Wiesel & Bigby, 2014).  Individuals with severe disabilities have the right to 
participate in their communities by partaking in the same activities as individuals without 
disabilities (Wolfensberger, 1972).  Therefore, it is important that they are taught the skills 
necessary to live as an adult in society (Dymond, 2012; McDonnell, 2017).  For high school 
students with severe disabilities age 16 and over, IDEA (2004) dictates that their educational 
program includes instruction on skills that promote community participation.  Instruction on 
skills needed in the community should therefore use research-based instructional methods that 
demonstrate the effectiveness of the practice.    
Community-Based Instruction 
 Current literature supports the use of CBI as a means to teach community skills in the 
natural environment to prepare students for adulthood (Dymond, 2012; McDonnell, 2010; Test, 
Spooner, Holzberg, Robertson, & Ley Davis, 2017).  CBI is the teaching of everyday community 
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tasks (e.g., purchasing items in a store, ordering food at a restaurant) to students within 
community contexts at least once per week.  Research has demonstrated that CBI is effective in 
promoting acquisition of community skills and generalization of skills learned in the classroom 
to community settings (see Walker et al., 2010).  It should be noted that although there is 
substantial research evaluating the effectiveness of CBI to teach students, nearly all of the studies 
were undertaken prior to the recommended quality indicators for single-subject research design 
for special education were published (Horner et al., 2005).  
 Current literature that addresses curriculum for secondary age students with severe 
disabilities also promotes CBI as providing opportunities for inclusive experiences with peers 
(Halle & Dymond, 2008-2009; McDonnell, 2010; Spooner, Browder, & Richter, 2011).  During 
CBI, students are encountering other individuals present (e.g., community members, school staff, 
peers) in the environment and learning how to negotiate interacting with others in order to 
complete the tasks they are learning.  The following section addresses the literature on (a) 
implementation of CBI and (b) research studies addressing CBI.    
 Implementation of CBI.  Prioritizing skills for instruction during CBI can be 
accomplished through Person Centered Planning (PCP), ecological inventories, and assessments 
(Hunt, McDonnell, & Crockett, 2012).  PCP is used in order to plan and work towards a positive 
future for an individual with a disability (Claes, Van Hove, Vandevelde, van Loon, & Schalock, 
2010; Holburn & Cea, 2007).  It is an important step in determining the long-term goals for 
students and their families, often focusing on reducing social isolation and increasing 
engagement in preferred activities (O’Brien, O’Brien & Mount, 1997).  This process is also used 
to identify locations where the student wants to participate both now and in the future and aids in 
prioritizing locations for CBI.   
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 After determining the location for CBI, the use of an ecological inventory is essential in 
determining what same-aged peers in that community setting are doing and value (McConachie, 
Colver, Forsyth, Jarvis, & Parkinson, 2006).  During an ecological inventory, individuals who 
are participating in the setting are observed so that determinations can be made about the skills 
needed to participate in that environment.  It also allows for an observation of potential 
environmental factors (e.g., noise level, space for a wheelchair) which need to be addressed 
during planning for CBI.  A discrepancy analysis is then used to determine the student’s current 
level of performance of the activities identified in the ecological inventory in order to determine 
which skills, or parts of the skills, they will receive instruction on during CBI (Test et al., 2017).    
 In addition to skill selection, the literature addresses how CBI should be configured.  It is 
important that CBI occur frequently but there is no one specific recommendation for how often 
CBI should take place.  There is a need to balance the academic curricular needs of the student 
and access to general education peers at school with the need for instruction in the community 
(Westling, Fox, & Carter, 2015).  Additionally, as students age, the frequency in which they 
participate in CBI will also likely increase.  By the time students with severe disabilities are in 
secondary school, they should be in the community at least once per week (Brown, McDonnell, 
& Snell, 2016; Dymond, 2012; Spooner, et al., 2011).  Another recommendation for effective 
CBI implementation is that students receive either individual or small group instruction (Test et 
al., 2017).  Groupings of students should meet the instructional needs of each student and 
configure to the natural proportions of the setting where instruction takes place (Dymond, 2012).   
 Research studies addressing CBI.   Studies investigating CBI have primarily 
investigated (a) the use of CBI to teach community skills and (b) stakeholder beliefs about CBI.   
 Teaching skills.  Research on community skills taught to students with severe disabilities 
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using CBI has primarily focused on teaching grocery store skills, restaurant skills, banking, 
safety, and transportation (see Walker et al., 2010).  Skills investigated related to purchasing 
frequently cut across environments, including paying for items in a grocery store (Alberto, 
Cihak, & Gama, 2005; Cihak, Alberto, Kessler, & Taber, 2004; Cihak, Alberto, Taber-Doughty, 
& Gama, 2006) and fast-food restaurant (Berg, Wacker, & Ebbers, 1995; McDonnell, 1987).   
Additionally, researchers have investigated the effectiveness of CBI to teach communication 
skills.  These studies have included the use of augmentative and alternative communication 
(AAC) to order food in restaurants (Berg, et al., 1995) and ask for help in grocery stores (Taber, 
Alberto, Seltzer, & Hughes, 2003).   
 Studies on CBI have focused on whether the same evidence-based instructional strategies 
used in the classroom are as effective in teaching skills in the community.  Researchers have 
primarily investigated a variety of prompting strategies, including least-to-most prompting and 
constant time delay (Alberto et al., 2005; Cihak & Grim, 2008; McDonnell & Ferguson, 1989; 
Morse & Schuster, 2000).  Additional instructional methods used in CBI for transition age 
students have included the use of video and audio prompting (Scott, Collins, Knight, & Kleinert, 
2013) and global positioning systems (Davies, Stock, Holloway, & Wehmeyer, 2010).    
 Because of barriers associated with CBI, including staff scheduling, transportation, and 
funding (McDonnell, 2017; Steere & DiPipi-Hoy, 2012), recent studies have also investigated if 
teaching community skills in the classroom using simulations is as effective as CBI (Alberto et 
al., 2005; Cihak et al., 2004; Morse & Schuster, 2000; Taber et al., 2003).  Findings indicate that, 
as the simulated materials in classrooms have become more realistic (e.g., video-modeling), 
students have the ability to acquire skills first in the classroom and then generalize to the 
community (Bates, Cuvo, Miner, & Korabek, 2001; Cihak et al., 2004).  However, in a recent 
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review of the literature, Dymond, Butler, Hopkins, and Patton (2018) found that the number of 
studies investigating community skills instruction with secondary age students with severe 
disabilities in any environment (i.e., school or community) has decreased significantly since 
2004. Additionally, a recent investigation has found that even when teachers decide to use CBI 
they are not always providing instruction to students with the most significant support needs 
(Hopkins & Dymond, 2019).   
 Stakeholder beliefs.  Studies have investigated special education teacher’s beliefs about 
the benefits of CBI.  Teachers report that CBI is effective in teaching community skills (Agran et 
al., 1999; Langone, Langone, & McLaughlin, 2000; Westling & Fleck, 1991) and promotes 
generalization of skills learned in the classroom to community setting (Langone et al., 2000; 
Westling & Fleck, 1991).  Findings also indicated that special education teachers believe that 
CBI affords opportunities for interactions between their students and community members and 
peers without disabilities (Agran et al, 1999; Hopkins & Dymond, 2019; Westling & Fleck, 
1991).  One study investigated 61 community member’s beliefs about individuals with severe 
disabilities who were scheduled to receive instruction at their business during CBI (Aveno & 
Renzaglia, 1988).  Findings indicated that 100% of the community members agreed or strongly 
agreed that individuals with severe disabilities are able to learn skills in the community. 
Community members also believed that instruction should be in integrated settings (75.4% agree, 
9.8% strongly agree) instead of during special times when only individuals with disabilities are 
present (40.7% strongly disagree, 33.9% disagree).    
 Although CBI plays an important role in promoting the acquisition of community skills, 
learning discrete skills is not enough; individuals also have the right to be visible, functioning 
citizens integrated into the everyday activities of public communities (Brown et al., 1979).   
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Students should not only be armed with the skills to participate; there is also value in equity, 
empowerment, self-determination, and inclusion (Verdugo, Navas, Gómez, & Schalock, 2012).  
If CBI is a means to prepare students to participate in their communities, it is vital that we 
consider how students are interacting with others (i.e., community members, school staff, peers) 
during CBI, including the frequency and quality of interactions (e.g., reciprocity) and what 
contextual factors influence their interactions.   
Interactions 
What are you now? If we could touch one another, if these our separate entities 
could come to grips, clenched like a Chinese puzzle…yesterday I stood in a 
crowded street that was live with people, and no one spoke a word, and the 
morning shone.  Everyone silent, moving…Take my hand.  Speak to me.  
(Rukeyser, 2005, p. 10).   
Being part of a community means that you not only enjoy the right to participate in activities but 
that you are able to interact with others while doing so.  CBI provides an opportunity to develop 
not only the skills necessary to complete tasks but to also interact with people while engaging in 
the task.  In a recent study investigating the use of CBI to teach high school students with severe 
disabilities, special education teachers indicated that CBI provided opportunities for interactions, 
which might even outweigh functional skills (e.g., purchasing skills) because interacting with 
others gives those skills meaning (Hopkins & Dymond, 2019).   
 Knowledge is generated not only by the interactions between the person and the 
environment (Piaget, 1980) but learning is also accomplished through interactions between the 
student and the teacher (Vygotsky, 1978).  The teacher does not necessarily have to be school 
staff.  In the same study by Hopkins and Dymond (2019) teachers indicated that students also 
 
17  
learned from peers and others while out in the community.  Recently, studies in secondary school 
settings for students with severe disabilities have focused on developing peer supports in general 
education classrooms (see Carter, 2017).  Use of peer supports promotes learning general 
education content (Brock, Biggs, Carter, Cattey, & Raley, 2016; Jimenez, Browder, Spooner, & 
Dibiase, 2012), peer interactions (Asmus et al., 2016; Chung & Carter, 2013), and the 
development of relationships (Asmus et al., 2016; Carter, Moss, Hoffman, Chung, & Sisco, 
2011).   
 Although prior research has investigated interactions in school settings, interactions 
within community settings during CBI have yet to be studied.  Limited studies have investigated 
interactions that take place in community settings for adults with severe disabilities (Johnson et 
al., 2010; Saxby et al., 1986; Walker, 1999; Wiesel & Bigby, 2014; Wiesel et al., 2013).  The 
following section provides an overview of the literature on interactions that have been 
undertaken to understand how individuals with severe disabilities are interacting with others and 
the contextual factors that influence those interactions.    
 Definition of interactions.  There is substantial literature describing what comprises an 
interaction and how individuals interact with one another.  For the purposes of this study, the 
general definition of an interaction is any verbal or non-verbal behavior (e.g., speech, gesture, 
use of AAC, vocalization, or movement) between the focus student and one or more persons, 
with both an initiation and response. Either (a) the focus student will initiate an interaction with 
another person who is present and the other person will then respond using verbal and/or non-
verbal means or (b) a person will initiate an interaction with the focus student and the focus 
student will in turn respond to the initiation.  
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 There may be instances when opportunities for interactions arise but are unfulfilled.  
Generally, these are considered one-way interactions where there is an initiation of 
communication (e.g., speech, gesture, use of AAC, vocalization, or movement) on the part of 
either the focus student towards another individual in the environment (i.e., community member, 
peers, school staff) or another individual in the environment towards the focus student, without a 
resulting response from the recipient of the initiation.  Additionally, there may be exclusionary 
interactions when individuals other than the focus student are engaged in an interaction about the 
focus student without including them in any part of the interaction. For example, an employee of 
a business might initiate an interaction with school staff about the focus student (e.g., what does 
the student want to eat) and the school staff answers for the focus student.   
 Description of interactions.  Studies investigating interactions have primarily used 
predetermined labels for the type of interaction the researcher expects to observe.  Although 
research has yet to investigate how students with disabilities interact with others during CBI, 
there are studies investigating interactions for secondary age students in inclusive school settings 
(i.e., general education classroom, cafeteria, hallway) and for adults with severe disabilities 
participating in community outings.  Therefore, the following section will address how the 
literature has described interactions between individuals with severe disabilities and others in 
two settings: (a) school and (b) community.    
 School.  Studies investigating how secondary students with severe disabilities interact 
with others in inclusive school settings have primarily focused on interactions that occur between 
students with severe disabilities and their general education peers.  These studies have described 
(a) the type of interactions and (b) the quality of interactions.     
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 Type of interaction.  One commonly used description for how individuals interact 
involves who initiated or responded.  Numerous studies have compared the degree to which an 
intervention had an impact on the frequency of initiations and responses between students with 
severe disabilities and their peers (Biggs, Carter, & Gustafson, 2017; Carter, et al., 2016; Carter, 
Cushing, Clark, & Kennedy; Carter et al., 2011; Haring & Breen, 1989; Huber, Carter, Lopano, 
& Stankiewicz, 2018; Hughes et al., 2002; Hughes et al., 2011).  The majority of studies have 
investigated if there is a functional relation between an intervention and interactions.  Therefore, 
researchers have used quantitative methods involving observational recording (e.g., interval 
recording, event recording; Biggs et al., 2017; Carter et al., 2016; Huber et al., 2018; Hughes et 
al., 2002; Hughes et al., 2011) to investigate the influence of factors on observed interactions.  
Findings from these studies are shared in the section addressing contextual factors.    
 Interactions have also been described within descriptive studies (see Carter, Hughes, 
Guth, & Copeland 2005; Carter, Sisco, Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Cutts & 
Sigafoos, 2001; Feldman, Carter, Asmus, & Brock, 2016; Hughes, 1999; Kennedy, Shukla, & 
Fryxell, 1997; Mu, Siegel, & Allinder, 2000).  The majority of studies were undertaken to 
understand how the setting where students with severe disabilities were influenced the frequency 
of interactions, including location of instruction and instructional arrangement (Carter et al., 
2008; Hughes, 1999; Kennedy et al., 1997) and proximity of peers (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; 
Feldman et al., 2016).  Two studies evaluated how the level of social competence of the students 
with severe disabilities influenced interactions (Cutts & Sigaffos, 2001; Mu et al., 2000).  The 
majority of the descriptive studies used predetermined definitions for the interactions 
investigated and used quantitative methods to answer the research questions using observational 
recording (e.g., interval recording, event recording).  In earlier descriptive studies, the function 
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of an interaction was described as performer and recipient (Hughes, 1999) or as the peer with or 
without a disability acknowledging someone and then the person expanding on an initial 
exchange (Kennedy et al., 1997).  More recently, researchers have consistently used the 
terminology for function of an interaction as initiation and response (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; 
Carter et al., 2008; Cutts & Sigafoos, 2001; Feldman et al., 2016; Mu et al., 2000).   
 Findings from descriptive studies investigating interactions in schools indicated that 
students with severe disabilities were involved in fewer interactions when compared to their 
peers without disabilities and were more frequently reponders rather than initiators (Feldman et 
al., 2016; Hughes, 1999; Kennedy et al., 1999; Mu et al., 2000).  However, one study found that 
there was an equal balance between the two (Carter et al., 2008) while in another, students with 
disabilities more frequently initiated interactions than their peers without disabilities (Cutts & 
Sigafoos, 2001).   
 Although initiation and response are frequently identified as one facet of an interaction, 
researchers further describe types of interaction as the topic being discussed during the 
interaction.  In descriptive studies, the topic areas have generally been defined as task and social 
(Carter, Hughes et al., 2005; Carter et al., 2008; Feldman et al., 2016; Mu et al., 2000).  
Researchers have also expanded on the range of topic areas.  These have included joking and 
social amenities (e.g., greetings; Carter, Hughes et al., 2005; Kennedy et al., 1997; Mu et al., 
2000) and assistance or instruction (Kennedy et al., 1997; Mu et al., 2000).    
 Findings from studies investigating the topic of conversation during interactions at school 
have produced mixed findings.  Some studies found the topic of conversation was more 
frequently task related than social (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Mu et al., 2000).  In contrast, 
other studies found that students interacted almost equally regarding both task and social topics 
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in general education classrooms (Carter et al., 2008; Feldman et al., 2016).  Although these 
studies were focused on general definitions for the topics of interactions, three studies defined 
topics more broadly in order to provide additional insight.  In one study, Mu and colleagues 
(2000) found that students with severe disabilities were most frequently engaged in topics of 
conversation related to receiving instructions (i.e., being told what to do), work conversations 
(e.g., talking about what they are doing in the class), and non-work conversations (e.g.  student 
talking about what they did last night). Carter, Hughes and colleagues (2005) found that task 
related interactions (45.2%) were more common than greetings (17.5%).    
 Quality of interactions.  Descriptive studies on interactions for secondary students with 
severe disabilities in school settings have also addressed the quality of the interaction.  
Reciprocity has been identified as an indicator of the quality of an interaction (Carter, Hughes, et 
al., 2005; Carter et al., 2008).  Fey (1986) defined reciprocity as the degree to which an 
interaction is shared and the response expands on a topic previously discussed.  Similarly, Carter, 
Hughes, et al.  (2005) defined reciprocity as the degree to which responses between conversation 
partners are balanced.  The degree to which students with severe disabilities were involved in 
reciprocal interactions was mixed.  In one study, general education students were more 
frequently engaged in reciprocal conversations than their secondary age peers with severe 
disabilities (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005).  In contrast, Carter et al. (2008) found that students 
with disabilities and their general education peers engaged in reciprocal conversations at similar 
rates.    
 Other components of quality of interactions include appropriateness of the content (Cutts 
& Sigafoos, 2001; Hughes, 1999), affect of the student (Carter, Hughes, 2005), and duration of 
interactions (Cutts & Sigafoos, 2001; Kennedy et al., 1997).  Findings indicate that interactions 
 
22  
between students with severe disabilities and their general education peers were more 
appropriate than inappropriate (Cutts & Sigafoos, 2001; Hughes, 1999).  However, when 
compared to peers without disabilities, the percentage of time they were engaged in behaviors 
identified as being inappropriate was greater (24.15%, 0.5%).  For the duration of interaction, 
when students were interacting with other students without disabilities, the duration of the 
interaction was extended (Cutts & Sigaffos, 2001). 
 Community.  Research has yet to investigate how students with severe disabilities 
interact with others during CBI.  Studies have, however, addressed how adults with severe 
disabilities interact with others in the community through investigating (a) type of interactions 
and (b) interaction partners.      
 Types of interactions.  Quantitative methods have been used to investigate interactions 
through observations (Saxby et al., 1986; Thorn et al., 2009), surveys (Wiesel & Bigby, 2014), 
and questionnaires (Ager, Myers, Kerr, Myles, & Green, 2001).  Similar to the studies 
investigating school-based interactions, these studies used pre-determined labels and definitions 
for the types of interaction being observed or questioned.  Early research studies identified these 
types of interactions as appropriate and inappropriate (Saxby et al., 1986) or as “contact” (Ager 
et al., 2001).  More recently, different terms have been added, including “encounter” (Wiesel & 
Bigby, 2014) or “direct interaction” (Thorn et al., 2009).  A limitation of existing studies on 
interactions of adults in community settings is that interactions are defined in general terms and 
are not clearly distinguishable.  This is problematic, because when using general terms it is 
difficult to distinguish how students are interacting, either in the content of the interaction or the 
quality of interactions.  These studies were primarily undertaken to understand the contextual 
factors that influenced interactions.   
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  Many researchers entered their studies without a predetermined definition for the type of 
interaction they expected to observe.  Instead, these studies addressed the type of interaction by 
describing the quality of the interaction.  These studies used qualitative methods consisting of 
observations (Clement & Bigby, 2009; Craig & Bigby, 2015; Hall, 2017; Wiesel et al., 2013), 
interviews (Hall, 2005), or a combination of observations and interviews (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; 
Johnson et al., 2010; Wiesel & Bigby, 2016; Wilton, Schormans, & Marquis, 2018) to provide a 
more in-depth explanation of the types and quality of interactions.  Although function of 
interactions was not often addressed in these studies, one study did identify that the interactions 
for a young adult with a severe disability had three primary purposes: (1) to get needs met, (2) 
share information, and (3) social closeness (Johnson et al., 2010).    
 For the majority of studies, researchers found that the types and quality of interactions 
were often related to the extent to which adults with severe disabilities felt accepted in their 
community.  Quality of interactions was described as the degree to which it was observed that 
the individual experienced community presence, participation, or belonging (Clement & Bigby, 
2009; Wilton et al., 2018).  Craig and Bigby (2015) described it as a continuum of participation.  
Hall (2005) found that interactions between adults with severe disabilities and community 
members were often either inclusionary (e.g., smiling, greetings) or exclusionary (e.g., negative 
body language, hurtful verbal comments).  Other researchers have also identified exclusionary 
interactions during observations (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; Wiesel & Bigby, 2016; Wiesel, et al., 
2013).    
 Three studies found six distinct types of interactions that adults with mild, moderate, and 
severe intellectual disability experienced while in the community (Wiesel et al., 2013).  The six 
types of interactions were: (1) service-related transactions, (2) fleeting exchanges, (3) convivial 
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encounters, (4) unfulfilled encounters, (5) exclusionary encounters, and (6) encounters within a 
distinct social space.  A later study reinforced the presence of the six types of interactions 
identified in Wiesel et al. (2013) during observations of 26 adults with severe disabilities 
between the ages of 20 and 65 years (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; Wiesel & Bigby, 2016).  Across the 
three studies, adults with disabilities were most frequently engaged in fleeting exchanges 
between themselves and community members.  Fleeting exchanges in the studies are described 
as a trivial acknowledgment that is superficial in nature (e.g., response to a question).    
 Interaction partners.  Studies conducted in the community have also described how 
adults with severe disabilities interact by identifying the interaction partners.  Frequently, the 
interaction partners are the community members (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; Craig & Bigby, 2015; 
Hall, 2017; Johnson et al., 2010; King et al., 2014; Saxby et al., 1986; Thorn et al., 2009; Wiesel 
et al., 2013; Wiesel & Bigby, 2014).  These studies were primarily designed to describe 
interactions between the individual and community member (Johnson et al., 2010; Saxby et al., 
1986; Wiesel et al., 2013) or to understand how the contextual factors present in the community 
influenced the interactions (Hall, 2017; Saxby et al., 1986; Thorn et al., 2009; Wiesel & Bigby, 
2013; Wilton et al., 2018).  Findings from these studies indicate that community members 
generally feel positive about their interactions with adults with intellectual disability (Wiesel & 
Bigby, 2014).    
 The majority of studies investigated how adults with severe disabilities interact with 
partners outside of community members, including staff members (Clement & Bigby, 2009; 
Craig & Bigby, 2015; Hall, 2017; Johnson et al., 2010; Saxby et al., 1986) and the other adults 
with disabilities who were participating in the study (Saxby et al., 1986; Wiesel et al., 2013).   
These qualitative studies investigating interactions shared that they observed more frequent 
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interactions between the adults with disabilities themselves than with community members or 
staff (Johnson et al., 2010; Wiesel et al., 2013).  One study used observation recording to 
measure the frequency of interaction between interaction partners (Saxby et al., 1986).  In 
contrast to the qualitative studies, Saxby et al. (1986) found that interactions occurred more 
frequently between adults with severe disabilities and staff members than the adults with 
disabilities themselves. 
 Gaps in the literature.  There is significant research on how secondary age students with 
severe disabilities are interacting with their peers in school settings.  Studies that address 
interactions in schools have primarily been quantitative in nature and use predetermined 
definitions of what constitutes an interaction.  Simplican and Leader (2015) challenge the notion 
of using predetermined labels and definitions to investigate quality as “thin” indicators of 
interactions.  Additionally, how students interact in the school setting is different than in the 
community.  In schools, interactions are occurring between known partners in a familiar location 
while in community settings there is the expectation that some potential interaction partners will 
be unknown and the location less familiar.    
 In the community, there is limited research investigating how adults with severe 
disabilities are interacting with others.  The majority of studies have used general terms to 
describe the types of interactions with a few describing in more detail the quality of interactions.   
Research has not yet addressed how students with severe disabilities are interacting with others 
in the community.  Because CBI is an important part of the educational programming for many 
high school students with a severe disability, it is important that we understand how students are 
interacting during CBI.  This way, we are better able to address the needs of students in order to 
ensure that we are appropriately preparing students for community participation.  When out in 
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the community, it is expected that individuals will encounter others while engaging in everyday 
activities (e.g., shopping, banking).  Therefore, it is important when teachers are implementing 
CBI that they are also including instruction and supports that address interactions.    
 Contextual factors.  Many studies have investigated the contextual factors that influence 
interactions in both school and community settings.  Research has indicated that just placing a 
student in an inclusive setting does not promote interactions (Doré, Dion, Wagner, & Brunet, 
2002; Downing & Peckham-Hardin, 2007).  Therefore, it is not enough to just describe how 
students are interacting in the community.  It is also important to understand the ways in which 
factors present in the environment influence interactions.  Understanding what influences 
interactions may shape how services and supports are provided.  The following sections review 
studies that have investigated contextual factors in two settings: (a) school and (b) community.    
 School.  Researchers have primarily investigated the contextual factors which influence 
interactions in school settings by evaluating the role that the (a) setting and (b) supports have on 
the frequency or quality of interaction.   
 Setting.  The location where secondary age students with severe disabilities are with their 
peers influences interactions.  Studies have compared the degree to which participating in 
different locations (e.g., general education classrooms, special education classrooms) influences 
their interactions (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 2008; Haring & Breen, 1989).  
Studies have contrasted the frequency and quality of interactions in relation to the setting of 
instruction in general education and elective classes (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 
2008; Haring & Breen, 1989).  Findings indicated that secondary age students with severe 
disabilities have low to moderate interaction with peers in general education academic classes 
(Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 2008).  Interactions with peers occurred more 
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frequently in academic classes than in elective classes (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 
2008); however, interactions in elective classes were more often related to social topics than task 
related topics (Carter et al., 2008).  In contrast, Haring and Breen (1989) found that students 
interacted more with their peers in elective classes than in academic classes.   
 Studies have also compared interactions in general education and special education 
classrooms (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Kennedy et al., 1997).  Interactions occur more 
frequently in general education classrooms than in special education classrooms (Carter, Hughes, 
et al., 2005; Kennedy et al., 1997); however, interactions were more often related to task related 
topics in general education classrooms (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005).  Similarly, interactions 
occurred to a greater extent in general education classrooms than in unstructured locations (e.g., 
cafeteria, hallways; Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Cutts & Sigafoos, 2001; Hughes,1999; Kennedy 
et al., 1997).    
  An additional factor influencing interactions in the setting was the student with severe 
disabilities physical proximity to peers or adults.  Although proximity is a component of peer 
support arrangements in the studies measuring the effectiveness of interventions to improve 
interactions, descriptive studies have also investigated how proximity influences interactions 
(Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 2008; Feldman et al., 2016).  Proximity to a peer 
buddy or peer without disabilities for students with severe disabilities was related to an increase 
in interactions as opposed to those who were not near a peer (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; 
Feldman et al., 2016).  Carter et al., (2008) also addressed if proximity of adults (e.g., 
paraprofessional, service provider, teacher) was an influencing factor on interactions.  
Interactions that were social in nature between peers with and without disabilities were more 
frequent when both the special education and general education teachers were out of proximity.  
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Task related interactions between peers with and without disabilities were more common when a 
general education teacher was in proximity and a special educator was out of proximity.   
 Supports.  Adults and peers play an important role in influencing interactions in schools 
for secondary age students with severe disabilities.  Researchers have used quantitative methods 
to evaluate the effectiveness of peer support arrangements in influencing how students with 
severe disabilities interact with their peers without disabilities (Biggs et al., 2017; Brock et al., 
2016; Carter et al., 2016; Carter et al., 2011; Carter, Sisco, Melekoglu, & Kurkowski, 2007; 
Huber et al., 2018).  Studies investigating peer support arrangements have focused on first 
training paraprofessionals to utilize strategies for prompting, reinforcing, and providing 
information to students for both social and academic tasks to promote interactions (Brock et al., 
2016).  Researchers then evaluated how the use of peer support arrangement strategies 
influenced interactions.  One study also investigated how training peers to use AAC as a 
component of the peer support arrangements influenced interactions (Biggs et al., 2017).    
 Results from across the studies reflect that the use of peer support arrangements was 
effective in increasing both the frequency and quality of interactions between the student with 
severe disabilities and their general education peers (Biggs et al., 2017; Brock et al., 2016; Carter 
et al., 2016; Carter et al., 2011; Huber et al., 2018).  In a randomized control study, high school 
students with severe disabilities receiving peer supports were compared to students who did not, 
and had greater gains in total number of interactions and social goal attainment (Carter et al., 
2016).  Similarly, Brock et al. (2016) found that students who received peer supports also 
increased the frequency of interactions and made progress on social goals.  Use of peer support 
arrangements also decreased the reliance on paraprofessionals (Brock et al., 2016; Huber et al., 
2018).  For many of these studies, students with severe disabilities interacted more frequently 
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with their peers when receiving peer supports than when only supported by paraprofessionals 
(Carter, Cushing, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 2011; Carter et al., 2007). 
 Community.  The contextual factors that influence interactions in the community for 
adults with severe disabilities have been primarily identified as the (a) activity, (b) environmental 
setting, and (c) supports.    
 Activity.  Certain activities promote more opportunities for both the frequency and quality 
of interactions.  Adults who were involved in activities that were more social in nature had more 
frequent interactions than when they were expected to complete a skill based task (e.g., 
purchasing items; King et al., 2014; King et al., 2016; Saxby et al., 1986).  Saxby et al. (1986) 
investigated the difference in frequency and duration of interactions in cafes and pubs (i.e., social 
activity) as compared to shopping (i.e., skill based task).  Findings indicated that interactions 
occurred more frequently in cafes and pubs than in shops.  King et al. (2014) investigated the 
experiences of youth (12-22) with a severe disability in the community outside of school and 
determined that interactions occurred more frequently in recreation/leisure activities than skill 
based activities.    
 The activity in which adults with severe disabilities participate is also a factor influencing 
the quality of interactions.  The quality of interaction is generally referred to as being “positive” 
when the behavior of the community member towards the adult with a severe disability results in 
a positive response.  Positive interactions have primarily occurred during activities where 
participants are working on common goals (Clement & Bigby, 2009; Wiesel et al., 2013; Wiesel 
& Bigby, 2016) and when individuals with and without disabilities are participating in the same 
activity together (Craig & Bigby, 2015; Wiesel & Bigby, 2014; Wiesel & Bigby, 2016).  
Activities where individuals will experience repeated encounters also help to promote positive 
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interactions (Clement & Bigby, 2009; Johnson et al., 2010; Walker, 1999; Wiesel & Bigby, 
2014; Wilton et al., 2018).  Repeated encounters may include visits to the hairdresser or dentist 
(Clement & Bigby, 2009) or revisiting shops (Wiesel & Bigby, 2014; Wilton et al., 2018).  In 
contrast, participating in one-shot activities where individuals may be unfamiliar with the setting 
or where individuals may not know anyone may limit opportunities for positive interactions 
(Abbott & McConkey, 2006; Bigby, Clement, Mansell, & Beadle-Brown, 2009; Clement & 
Bigby, 2009).    
 Environmental setting.  Environmental setting refers to the contextual factors that connect 
the environment to an individual’s experiences of participation, including interactions (Gibson et 
al., 2014; Walker, 1999; Wiesel et al., 2013).  The degree to which adults with a severe disability 
interacted with others in the community was positively affected by their participation in locations 
that were accessible and welcoming (Hall, 2017; King et al., 2014; Walker, 1999; Wiesel & 
Bigby, 2016; Wilton et al., 2018).  These studies have addressed how both the accessibility of the 
physical and structural arrangement of the setting (Hall, 2017; King et al., 2014; Walker, 1999; 
Wilton et al., 2018) and the physical proximity of the community setting to where the individual 
with a disability lives (Wiesel & Bigby, 2016; Wilton et al., 2018) affects the quality of 
interactions.     
 Accessibility of locations can also influence the quality of interactions for adults with 
severe disabilities in their communities.  Walker (1999) observed seven adults with an 
intellectual disability in the community and found environments which were more accessible, 
known, and welcoming related to more positive interactions.  Similarly, Wilton et al. (2018) 
found that adults with mild and moderate intellectual disability experienced more positive 
interactions in places where they were known.  Conversely, lack of accessibility within locations 
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may also serve to stigmatize individuals and reinforce the notion that they are not accepted in the 
location.  Hall (2017) interviewed 14 young adults with severe disabilities about their 
experiences interacting with others.  One individual felt that she was left out of activities because 
she used a wheelchair and could not always participate.    
 Nearly every study identified used qualitative methods including observations and 
interviews to investigate environmental setting factors, while one used quantitative methods 
including a measurement tool called the Measurement of Environmental Qualities of Activity 
Settings (MEQAS; King et al., 2014).  The MEQAS is an observation tool which has undergone 
psychometric testing and was developed to evaluate environmental factors associated with 
improved participation of individuals with disabilities in community settings, including 
interactions.  King et al. (2016) used the MEQAS to evaluate the role that access and 
participation had on interactions for 16 youth with significant support needs (i.e., physical 
disability).  Findings from the study indicated that the presence of these environmental setting 
qualities positively influenced the youths’ experiences with interactions.     
 Supports.  Studies that have investigated the supports that influence interactions for 
adults with severe disabilities in the community have primarily investigated the skills and 
attitudes of the people who are present with the individual in the community (Davis & Russell, 
1990; Overmars-Marx et al., 2014).  The majority of studies have addressed the role of (a) staff 
members (e.  g., support personnel, rehabilitation workers) and (b) community members (e.g., 
the public, service personnel).   
 Staff members play a significant role influencing interactions in community settings for 
adults with severe disabilities.  Research suggests that the person providing support has a direct 
impact on the frequency and quality of interactions that take place in the community (Bigby & 
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Wiesel, 2015).  Support providers directly influence whether interactions are positive or negative 
and may be related to staff skill (Ager et al., 2001; Clement & Bigby, 2009; Thorn et al., 2009) 
and/or attitudes (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015; Clement & Bigby, 2009; Walker, 1999).  In contrast, 
poor staff practices and inadequate training or supervision have been identified as reasons for 
limited interactions (Bigby et al., 2009; Clement & Bigby, 2009).  Bigby and Wiesel (2015) 
found that staff members primarily engaged in three types of practices during community 
outings: (1) passive monitoring, (2) interpreter for both sides, and (3) intervening.   
 Some studies have sought to teach staff members strategies to promote interactions 
between adults with severe disabilities and community members.  This has included the use of 
incidental learning techniques (Thorn et al., 2009) and selection of activities that promote 
interactions (Clement & Bigby, 2009).  Thorn et al. (2009) conducted a study where they taught 
staff how to support adults with severe disabilities in their interactions during community trips.  
Participants increased their frequency of interactions with community members from 10% to 
70%.  Staff attitudes also influenced the ability of adults with severe disabilities to participate in 
the community and influenced the degree to which the adult interacted with others (Clement & 
Bigby, 2009; Craig & Bigby, 2015).  Clement and Bigby (2009) found that staff attitudes about 
the capabilities of the adults with severe disabilities, and their beliefs about the importance of 
inclusion, affected the degree to which they selected passive activities (i.e., going to the movies) 
that did not promote interactions.   
 Community members also play a role in interactions for adults with severe disabilities.  
Limited studies investigated community member’s attitudes about the rights of individuals with 
severe disabilities to be present in the community (Aveno & Renzaglia, 1988: Saxby et al., 1986; 
Wiesel & Bigby, 2014).  Some studies surveyed service personnel at businesses where 
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individuals with severe disabilities were scheduled to receive instruction as part of CBI (Aveno 
& Renzaglia, 1988) or as part of community trips (Saxby et al., 1986).  Both studies indicate that 
high percentages of the service personnel believe that individuals with severe disabilities have a 
right to be present in the community (100% and 97.4% respectively).  Wiesel and Bigby (2014) 
surveyed community members that live in proximity to large congregate settings where adults 
with an intellectual disability live and found that the majority had positive interactions with 
individuals in their communities and believed that they had a right to participate in their 
communities.     
 Gaps in the literature.  Research on interactions for secondary age students with severe 
disabilities has almost exclusively evaluated how the setting or use of supports (e.g., peer support 
arrangements) has influenced interactions with peers without disabilities.  Recent studies have 
primarily investigated the relationship between peer support arrangements and interactions 
between peers with and without disabilities.  Even for the descriptive studies, researchers in 
school settings have entered their studies with predetermined variables (i.e., location, type of 
class) of what they expect are the factors that influence interactions.  It is understandable that 
researchers use well-defined variables and systematic methods to evaluate the effectiveness of 
interventions given the need to use research- and evidence-based practices (IDEA, 2004).  
Additionally, observations of pre-selected variables in descriptive studies is useful in ensuring 
reliability of the data when determining how setting influences interactions.  However, even in 
school settings, it is important that we also investigate factors which may not have been 
uncovered because we were not looking for them (Wagner, 1993).    
 In the community, researchers have investigated the factors which influence interactions 
for adults with severe disabilities in more holistic ways, letting the factors emerge during 
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observations and interviews.  Additionally, researchers have focused on how staff can influence 
interactions.  Because individuals with severe disabilities often require supports to participate in 
community settings, it is understandable that research has focused on the degree to which the 
person who provides the supports influences interactions.   
 Research has yet to investigate the contextual factors that influence interactions between 
high school students with severe disabilities and community members, school staff, or peers 
during CBI.  We can hypothesize that some of the same factors identified in the literature will 
translate to what high school students will experience during CBI.  It is expected that the activity, 
environmental setting, and supports will influence interactions; however, because the nature of 
CBI is different than what occurs during school based instruction and community outings to 
enjoy daily activities, there may be additional factors that have not been identified in the 
literature.  Learning how to participate in the community is not simply learning how to complete 
a discrete skill.  Students with severe disabilities must also learn how to negotiate the 
environment, including interacting with others, during CBI.  It is therefore important that we 
understand the contextual factors that influence interactions in order to develop strategies and 
supports for future CBI trips to ensure that students are able to learn how to interact with others 
in the community.   
Conceptual Framework 
 How can CBI set the stage for promoting interactions in the community? Figure 1 
describes a conceptual framework developed based on a review of the literature on CBI, two 
theories that conceptualize how the presence of certain conditions can improve wider acceptance 
of individuals who have been marginalized within public spaces, and types of interactions in the 
community and the contextual factors that influence them.  The conceptual framework was 
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developed and utilized in order to identify how elements of the phenomena might interact with 
one another in order to aid the researcher in data collection and analysis focus (Maxwell, 2013). 
 The conceptual framework first begins (on the left side of the figure) with the context in 
which interactions are being observed: instruction in the community (i.e., CBI).  The literature on 
CBI recommends that certain elements constitute effective CBI.  These elements are distilled 
into four main areas: (1) instruction, (2) materials, (3) goals, and (4) location.  CBI is effective 
when an instructor is delivering systematic instruction (McDonnell, 2017) and the student should 
have access to materials (e.g., picture task analysis, AAC) that are necessary to learn the skill and 
promote participation.  The goals identified for instruction should be personally relevant and age-
appropriate (Trela & Jimenez, 2013).  Finally, the location for instruction should be accessible to 
the individual and include peers and community members engaged in similar activities.   
 The next element of the conceptual framework shows how the four elements of CBI 
identified are incorporated into Social Role Valorization (SRV).  Research in special education 
that explores the gap between presence, participation, and belonging has typically centered on 
the principle of normalization and SRV (Wolfensberger, 1998).  SRV is primarily focused on the 
need for individuals to learn skills that the rest of society is using.  The two main components of 
SRV are the (1) provision of appropriate supports necessary to learn the skills and (2) promotion 
of positive imagery of the individual with a disability.  SRV is intended to be an action oriented 
framework that promotes an individual’s likelihood of experiencing the “good things in life” 
because they hold social roles that are valued (Wolfensberger, Thomas, & Caruso, 1996).   
 Using the theory of SRV, when providing supports in the community, it is important that 
school staff are identifying potential barriers that students might experience and provide 
appropriate supports to overcome them (Wolfensberger, 2000; Wolfensberger & Thomas, 1983; 
 
36  
Race, Boxall, & Carson, 2005).  Imagery is positioning the student with a severe disability in a 
positive light.  Through identifying age-appropriate skills, selecting locations that are accessible 
to the individual, and including peers and community members who are engaged in similar 
activities, the student with a severe disability is more likely to experience acceptance into the 
environment.  The two elements of SRV are next incorporated into the four elements of 
Intergroup Contact Theory (ICT).   
 ICT was introduced by Allport in 1954 as a means to reduce prejudice.  It is theorized 
that contact contributes to more positive attitudes towards individuals, including those with 
intellectual disability (Scior, 2011).  A significant body of research since the introduction of ICT 
had found that contact between a dominant in-group and marginalized out-group leads to 
favorable outcomes only when it occurs under certain conditions (Brewer & Brown, 1998; 
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).  There are four critical conditions necessary to support intergroup 
contact: (1) takes place in an environment where there is authority support, (2) allows for 
opportunities for communication that is frequent and reasonable in duration, (3) fosters 
cooperation in working towards common goals, and (4) promotes equal group status within the 
situation (Allport, 1954; Craig & Bigby, 2015; Novak & Rogan, 2010).  Research investigating 
ICT and inclusion has found that when the four critical elements are present it reduces prejudice 
against marginalized groups and translates into more positive interactions and acceptance by 
others (Fishbein, 2012; Makas, 1993; Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, & Crist, 2011).   
 ICT includes the contextual factors that influence interactions previously identified in the 
review of the literature.  In the conceptual framework, the first component of SRV (supports) are 
related to the two elements of ICT: authority support and intergroup cooperation.  The presence 
of authority support indicates that the student has available to them an individual who is 
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knowledgeable and trained to provide instruction that is appropriate to their needs (support).  
Intergroup cooperation refers to the presence of available opportunities for interactions (activity, 
environmental setting, support).  The second component of SRV, imagery, is enacted in the next 
two elements of ICT: common goals and equal status.  Common goals mean that, although 
individuals participating in CBI may be learning different target skills, they are all engaged in 
activities that are similar in nature to what other individuals in the setting are doing (activity).  
The last element, equal status, is the accessibility of the location that highlights that individuals 
with disabilities belong (environmental setting).   
 When using the elements of SRV and ICT, the result should be to maximize the potential 
for interactions.  The last section of the framework provides a list of the type of interactions 
identified in an earlier study investigating interactions in the community (Wiesel et al., 2013).  It 
is theorized that the presence of contextual factors during CBI will influence the types of 
interaction observed.   
Statement of the Problem  
 CBI continues to be advocated in the literature as a means of preparing high school 
students with severe disabilities with the skills needed to participate in their community post-
graduation (Dymond, 2012; McDonnell, 2017; Test et al., 2017).  The use of CBI is effective in 
not only learning community skills but also in promoting generalization of skills learned in the 
classroom to the community and across different community settings (Dymond, 2012; 
McDonnell, 2017; Walker et al., 2010).  An important component of generalization is to learn to 
navigate the unexpected demands that only participating in the natural setting will provide 
(Stokes & Baer, 1977).  This includes interacting with others while out in the community. 
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 Unfortunately, individuals with disabilities have decreased opportunities to interact with 
others in the community (Amado et al., 2013; Forrester-Jones et al., 2002; Friedman & 
Spassiani, 2017; Maes et al., 2007; Stancliffe et al., 2007). They often rely on adult staff or 
family members, which in turn limits their opportunities to engage in activities with same-age 
peers without disabilities (Kennedy et al., 1989; Kennedy et al., 1990; Lippold & Burns, 2009; 
Rossetti et al., 2015). CBI provides an opportunity for students to learn how to participate more 
fully in their communities by interacting with others individuals who are also in the community.  
 Research has investigated how activity, environmental setting, and supports have 
influenced interactions in school settings for secondary age students with severe disabilities and 
for adults with severe disabilities in community settings.  Existing research indicates that, when 
participating in accessible locations with the appropriate supports, individuals with severe 
disabilities have higher frequency and quality of interactions (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter 
et al., 2008; Clement & Bigby, 2009; Feldman et al., 2016; Wiesel et al., 2013).  Although 
research addresses these factors in both school and community settings, transition age students 
with severe disabilities may have unique experiences that have not been addressed within these 
other studies.  CBI is different from school because students are encountering individuals that are 
unknown and unexpected occurrences might arise. In contrast to adults being in the community 
with adult service providers, the focus of CBI is on learning and generalizing skills and not 
solely on being present in the community.  By exploring how students are interacting with others 
during CBI, the field will better understand how to identify potential opportunities for 
interactions and address the contextual factors that promote or hinder interactions during CBI.  It 
is anticipated that findings from the study will inform future research on interactions during CBI 
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and how to prepare school staff to address the needs of transition age students with severe 






 This exploratory qualitative research study incorporated aspects from case-study and 
ethnographic methodologies to investigate interactions between high school students with severe 
disabilities and community members, school staff, and peers in community settings during 
community-based instruction (CBI). Qualitative methods were selected because there is limited 
research on interactions in the community and, given the exploratory nature of the study, it is 
therefore well suited to understand the phenomena under investigation (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  
The research questions used to guide the study were: 
1.! How are students with severe disabilities interacting with community members, school 
staff, and other peers, both with and without disabilities, during CBI? 
2.! How do contextual factors (i.e., activity, environment, supports) influence students’ 
interactions with community members, school staff, and peers? 
In order to answer the research questions, eight students were observed during CBI.  A pre-
observation interview was held with the person delivering instruction (i.e., paraprofessional, 
special education teacher) prior to CBI and a post-observation interview was conducted just after 
each CBI trip with the same person. Additionally, there was a final wrap-up interview with 
special education teachers and any paraprofessionals who delivered instruction after all 
observations of students had been completed. The following sections will describe the research 
design of the study, the process for sampling and recruitment of participants, data collection 






 To address the research questions, the study drew upon two different approaches to 
qualitative research design, ethnographic and multiple case-study methodologies, as described by 
Creswell and Poth (2018).  The purpose of the study was to understand both the bounded system 
of individual student’s experiences that is best exemplified through a case-study approach 
(Stake, 2006; Yin, 2014) and the cultural-sharing of a group that is the hallmark of an 
ethnographic approach (Wolcott, 2008).  The two methodologies worked in concert with one 
another to illuminate how the contextualized CBI experience for each student influenced the type 
of interactions in which he or she engaged and to draw conclusions across cases about students’ 
interactions in public spaces during CBI.    
 In designing this study, a qualitative constructivist/interpretivist format was utilized 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tissdell, 2016).  This approach to the research design is 
shaped by the purpose identified in the research questions, where the intent is to “suggest 
directions along which to look” rather than “provide descriptions of what to see” (Blumer, 1954; 
p. 7).  The design of the research study included the following characteristics recommended by 
Creswell and Creswell (2018): (a) natural setting, (b) researcher as key instrument, (c) multiple 
sources of data, (d) inductive and deductive data analysis, (e) participant’s meanings, (f) 
emergent design, (g) reflexivity, and (h) holistic account.  Additionally, quality indicators for 
qualitative work in the field of special education were adhered to throughout the design, 
implementation, and analysis of the study (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Pugach, and Richardson, 2005).   
Table 1 details how the researcher addressed each of the characteristics of qualitative research in 





 As a person who identifies primarily as a qualitative researcher, I recognize my own role 
as an instrument during the entire research process, from development of the research questions 
to the final analysis and interpretation of the data.  Peshkin (1988) contends that the search for 
subjectivity has both an enabling and disabling potential.  Experience can enable potential by 
allowing me to more deeply understand the complexity involved in teaching students with severe 
disabilities.  However, these beliefs and experiences can also disable potential by imparting my 
own value-laden judgment and potential misinterpretation of the situation being observed or 
information being elicited. It is important that I grapple with both eventualities, honoring my 
experience and how it reflects in making meaningful connections and drawing conclusions while 
also checking that I am not placing my own values and beliefs above those of the participants.  
This can best be accomplished through being self-reflective, including writing reflective memos, 
and engaging in peer debriefing throughout the study.  Thus, as an initial step in being reflexive, 
my statement regarding the assumptions and beliefs with which I am entering the study is shared.   
 Positioning.  My approach to understanding the world around me is framed by a 
disability interpretive lens (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  In disability studies, disability is not a 
defect but is “the product of a disabling social and built environment” (Siebers, 2008, p. 3).  
Some disability advocates believe they are a “disabled person” and not a “person with a 
disability” because they do not perceive they have a disability; rather, it is society that has 
disabled them (Goodley, 2017; Olkin, 2002; Priestley, 2001).  This notion resonates with me, 
because I believe that -isms are (e.g., ableism, racism, sexism) inherently institutional and 
systemic. Therefore, my ontological stance (i.e., the nature of reality) is that of social 
constructivism and is reflected in the research questions asked and the methods used in the study. 
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Context is everything. How students interact with others during CBI is directly influenced by the 
contextual factors that are present in the setting when they are there. The rub, so to speak, is in 
uncovering what those factors are. For me, immersing myself in the setting and allowing the 
story to unfold is the best way to scratch the surface of understanding a phenomenon.   
 Personal biography.  I acknowledge that my own education has contributed to my 
understanding of what learning and teaching “should” look like. My initial credential was for 
teaching students with mild/moderate disabilities (e.g., specific learning disability) grade-level 
content in general education classrooms for grades K-21.  I attended the University of San 
Francisco, a university focused on social justice and culturally-responsive teaching pedagogy. 
Because teaching credentials in California include an endorsement to teach English language 
learners, our coursework addressed diverse learners and used Universal Design for Learning 
concepts for lesson planning.  Classes included general education pre-service teachers with 
whom we collaborated to design instructional programs that met the needs of all students.  
Inclusion, and the use of inclusive practices to develop our student’s capacity, was a given.  
 My first year teaching was in a high school self-contained classroom for students with 
“mild/moderate intellectual disability.” I taught grade-level content and worked hard to have 
students included in general education classes. It was all that I knew from my teacher preparation 
program. The benefit was that the majority of students thrived. However, for the students with 
the most significant disabilities, I did not know what to do.  I learned through trial and error and 
partnered with families to “figure it out.”  In retrospect, I’m ashamed to say that the post-school 
outcomes identified for these students were all focused on attending day programs or sheltered 
workshops.  I had no clue how to prepare them for a life after high school.  Frustrated, I left the 
program at the end of my first year and moved into a “resource” position. I co-taught English and 
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U. S. History while also collaborating with the teacher in the self-contained program to include 
the students in my classes.  I learned so much working with students who have extensive support 
needs through modifying grade-level content and creating lessons that allowed for meaningful 
participation.  I loved teaching students with severe disabilities and decided to go back and get a 
credential to teach students with moderate/severe disabilities. The focus of the program was on 
teaching academics in self-contained settings.  Unfortunately, the program did little to prepare 
me for teaching students with significant support needs.   
 On the job experience can be invaluable. My first year teaching students with severe 
disabilities, I was fortunate to have specialists (e.g., orthopedic impairment specialist, speech-
language pathologist) in the room daily, providing me with gentle guidance and critiques to point 
me in the right direction. We created opportunities to promote reciprocal interactions with peers 
without disabilities.  Students attended general education classes, participated in leadership 
activities on-campus, and joined extra-curricular activities.  Inclusion and interactions with 
others are important in promoting acceptance and a sense of belonging in a community. Our 
community was the school campus. But as a teacher of students who were preparing to exit 
school, I wondered how my students would continue these interactions within their community.  
Sadly, I seldom had students participate in CBI although I did see families who engaged in their 
communities and interacted with community members and peers outside of school. I knew that 
families valued their child’s inclusion and acceptance in their communities. This disconnect 
between my own lack of knowledge to prepare my students for their future, recognizing the 
importance of community in lives of my students (and their families), and my preparation in the 
doctoral program have converged to this point where my interest has sharpened to focus on 




 Purposeful sampling was used to select participants in order to identify cases that would 
best address the research questions (Patton, 2015) and would give a diverse representation of not 
only the participants but also settings, activities, and processes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 
2014).  Therefore, it was necessary to consider both participant characteristics and the 
appropriateness of the locations where observations would occur when sampling.   
 There is no established parameter for the number of participants necessary for a 
qualitative study.  Experts in qualitative methodology advocate for ongoing sampling of 
participants until saturation of the data is reached (no new themes are emerging; Saldaña, 2015). 
In case study methodology, the purpose and research questions guide the parameters for the 
number of cases (Stake, 2006; Yin, 2014). Because interactions between individuals are 
complex, having a larger number of cases increased the probability of observing students engage 
in a variety of interactions across different environments and activities. Therefore, eight cases 
were selected to ensure maximum variability was observed.  
Recruitment  
 Participants were recruited from public high schools located in Central Illinois within a 2-
hour driving distance of the researcher to ensure that the locations where observations and 
interviews occurred were accessible for data collection. No more than one teacher from each 
school was selected and a maximum of two students per teacher were selected.  Limiting the 
number of teachers and students from each school site was done in an effort to better understand 
how factors related to educational programming (e.g., selection of activity, supports) might play 
a role in influencing interactions during CBI.   
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 Cases were selected by first identifying a special education teacher who met inclusion 
criteria.  Inclusion criteria for a teacher to participate was that they (a) held a valid special 
education teaching license in the state of Illinois, (b) taught students with severe disabilities in a 
public high school, (c) used CBI at least once per week, and (d) had at least one student who was 
eligible to participate in the study. The teacher then identified two students with severe 
disabilities who met the following inclusion criteria: (a) qualify for special education services 
with a primary disability of autism, intellectual disability, or multiple disabilities, (b) qualify to 
take the Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment (DLM-AA), and (c) participate in CBI a 
minimum of once per week. Finally, if a paraprofessional was responsible for providing 
instruction to the student participant(s) during CBI, they were also selected to participate. There 
were no further inclusion criteria that paraprofessionals had to meet.   
 Recruitment took place in August and September 2018. First, a list of public high schools 
within a 2-hour driving distance from UIUC was assembled using Google Maps. Then, using the 
Illinois State Board of Education website and websites of the high schools identified, a list of 
special education teachers was compiled. An initial recruitment email was sent to teachers the 
first week of August (see Appendix A).  If no response was received, a second email was sent the 
last week of August since teachers might not have had access to school email. It was not 
necessary to send a third email to teachers because enough participants had agreed to participate 
in the study after the second email.   
 An email requesting a screening interview was sent to teachers who responded to the 
recruitment email (see Appendix B).  Up to two follow-up emails were sent if no response was 
received. When teachers agreed to the screening, they were sent an email confirming the date 
and time (see Appendix C).  Screening interviews took place over the phone using a script to 
 
47  
determine if teachers met inclusion criteria (see Appendix D). A total of nine teachers were 
screened for eligibility. When a teacher did not meet inclusion criteria, they were told they were 
not eligible for the study. Three of the teachers did not meet inclusion criteria because they did 
not have a student with a severe disability on their caseload (n = 1) or did not have a student who 
participated in CBI a minimum of once per week (n = 2).  Teachers (n = 6) who met inclusion 
criteria were asked to identify the two students with severe disabilities on their caseload who 
participate in CBI and have the most significant support needs (e.g., behavior, communication, 
independent living skills; see Appendix D).  The researcher then determined if the students met 
inclusion criteria based on teacher responses to the screening interview.  All students identified 
met inclusion criteria. Teachers then identified the persons responsible for providing CBI to the 
students.   
 Because all potential participants were required to provide consent in order for the case to 
be selected, the researcher asked the teacher to first speak with the paraprofessional about the 
study (if a paraprofessional delivered CBI) and then with the school principal in order to 
determine their interest.  The teacher notified the researcher about the paraprofessional’s and 
principal’s interest after speaking with the principal. A formal email was then sent to the 
principal requesting permission to conduct research at the school along with a copy of the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval (see Appendix E). Once permission was received, 
and if requested by the principal, an email was sent to the superintendent of the school district 
and written permission was obtained (see Appendix E).  A copy of the email granting permission 
was submitted to IRB once all potential participants from the school site agreed to participate in 
the study.   
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 Once written permission was received, an email was sent to both the teacher and 
paraprofessional with an attached informed consent form (see Appendix F).  Also attached to the 
teacher’s email was a flyer for parents of the two students with the most significant disabilities 
that explained the study and an informed consent form (see Appendix F).  The teacher sent home 
the flyer and two paper copies of the consent form (see Appendix F) to each student’s parents. 
Most parents responded by sending a signed consent form to the teacher. For two students, no 
response was received and the teacher contacted the parents to see if they were interested.   All 
parents consented to their child’s participation and sent in a signed consent form. When the 
teacher received the signed consent form from the parents, the teacher contacted the researcher. 
At this point, there were a total of six teachers, twelve students, and nine paraprofessionals 
accepted into the study.  
 Subsequent to acceptance into the study, one teacher and paraprofessional withdrew from 
the study because the paraprofessional who was responsible for instructing both students during 
CBI no longer wanted to participate. An email was sent to the teacher and paraprofessional 
notifying them of their non-selection to the study (see Appendix G). After data collection had 
begun at another location, a paraprofessional also withdrew but the two students remained in the 
study with the teacher providing support.  One of the students, however only spoke in Spanish 
and the teacher nearly exclusively used Spanish for instruction; therefore, the student was 
removed from the study because the researcher is not fluent in Spanish and might lose some of 
the nuances involving interactions because of the language discrepancy.  A third student and 
paraprofessional were also removed from the study because the student was absent for medical 
reasons for over one month. After removal of these individuals, the total number of participants 
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were eight students, five special education teachers, and six paraprofessionals.  Table 2 describes 
the inclusion and exclusion of screened special education teachers.   
Participants 
 The participants in the study were (a) eight high school students with severe disabilities 
who participated in CBI a minimum of once per week; (b) five special education teachers; and 
(c) six one-on-one paraprofessionals. Each of the eight students constituted the focal member for 
an individual case. Two of the cases consisted of a student and special education teacher and six 
cases were made up of a student, special education teacher, and paraprofessional. There was a 
total of 19 total participants across the eight cases.   
 Student participant were enrolled in public high schools and their ages ranged between 14 
– 21 years (M = 18.25). Students were enrolled in 9th (n = 1) or 12th (n = 2) grades, or were 
post-seniors (n = 5) still receiving special education services under IDEA (2004). The gender 
distribution was slightly higher for males (n = 5) than females (n = 3). Racial and ethnic 
background for the students was heavily skewed, with the majority identifying as White (n = 7) 
and the remaining student identifying as bi-racial (African-American & White).  Students 
qualified for special education services under the category of intellectual disability (n = 5), 
autism (n = 2), and multiple disabilities (n = 1). See Table 3 for student demographics. 
 All eight students participated in CBI a minimum of once per week and required at least 
one type of support when receiving CBI. Supports needed by students were primarily the 
assignment of a one-on-one paraprofessional (n = 6) or access to AAC (n = 6).  Students needed 
a variety of AAC to participate in CBI, from low-tech (i.e., picture icons [n = 5], paper & pencil 
[n = 1]) to high-tech (i.e., iPad [n = 2], Dyanvox [n = 1], NOVAChat [n = 1]) devices.  
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 The five special education teachers and six paraprofessionals who participated all 
reported their race and ethnic background as White.  All school staff participants identified as 
female, with the exception of one paraprofessional who identified as male (Tristan). The ages of 
school staff were fairly evenly distributed across the age ranges, with the majority between 35-44 
(n = 3) and 45-54 (n = 3) years of age. Each paraprofessional (n = 6) was responsible for only 
one student with a severe disability (the student participant) during CBI and special education 
teachers were responsible for between 3 and 13 students (M = 6.8).  Special education teachers 
had a wide range of experience teaching students with severe disabilities (range = 1 – 26 years) 
with an average of 9.80 years. School staff experience using CBI varied between 1 and 26 years 
(M = 6.7 years).  See Table 4 for personnel demographics.   
Setting   
 Participants were from five separate school sites, with only one student from two school 
sites and two students from each of the remaining three school sites participating.  Schools were 
located in three different counties in Central Illinois and no more than a two-hour drive from the 
researcher. The size of the schools was relatively small, with a range of between 298 and 1,404 
students enrolled (M = 799).  Schools were located in communities categorized by the U. S. 
Census Bureau as rural (i.e., population <2,500, n = 2), urban cluster (i.e., population between 
2,500 and 50,000, n = 2), urbanized (i.e., population greater than 50,000, n = 1).  Socioeconomic 
status varied across locations, with per capita income ranging from $44,638 to $100,000 (M = 
$63,529).  The racial and ethnic make-up of all communities was predominately White, with 
only one community having more than 20% of the population identifying as non-White.  See 





 Data were collected using a variety of measures in order to answer the research questions.  
Observations and interviews were the primary sources of data. Instruments used included (a) a 
demographic questionnaire (b) four interview protocols, and (c) a field note protocol.    
 Demographic questionnaire.  A demographic questionnaire was used to collect 
information from the teacher and any other individual (i.e., paraprofessional) who provided 
instruction to the student during the CBI observation (see Appendix H).  Use of a demographic 
questionnaire enabled the researcher to gather sufficient background information and details 
about participants for readers to make their own determination of transferability (Firestone, 
1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Eight questions were asked in order to elicit the individual 
characteristics of the participant and their experience both working with students with severe 
disabilities and delivering instruction during CBI. Questions were developed by reviewing 
demographic questionnaires in previous studies that addressed curriculum for students with 
severe disabilities.   
 Interview protocols.  Four different interview protocols were developed for the study.  
These included protocols for: (1) an initial site visit interview, (2) pre-observation interview, (3) 
post-observation interview, and (4) a wrap-up interview.  Interviewing allowed the researcher to 
fill in the blanks of what could not be observed and what the observer might have missed (Stake, 
2006).  Protocols were developed in order to elicit information related to the research questions 
and to ensure consistency across cases (Patton, 2015).  The interview protocols served as a guide 
but were flexible enough to allow for a dialogue between the researcher and participant 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Flexibility was achieved by allowing follow-up probes to elicit further 
information about a topic or to expand on an idea expressed by the participant. Interview 
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protocols were developed based on the literature addressing interactions in the community, CBI, 
the researcher’s experience as a teacher of students with severe disabilities, and input from 
experts in the field of severe disabilities.  All protocols were piloted with two special education 
teachers and two paraprofessionals who use CBI to teach students with severe disabilities. 
Cognitive interviews were conducted during the piloting of the interviews.  Questions were 
refined based on feedback from the piloting and were then reviewed by three experts in the field.   
 Initial site visit. The initial site visit interview protocol (see Appendix I) was designed to 
give the researcher an opportunity to collect background data on the students being observed. 
The meeting was also a means to develop rapport, an important aspect of qualitative research that 
uses interviews and observations as sources of data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Interviewing 
school staff (i.e., teacher, paraprofessional) allowed the researcher to confirm that students met 
inclusion criteria, and provided relevant information related to what the researcher might expect 
to see during CBI. The initial site visit protocol contained 15 questions.  Questions focused on 
student demographics such as primary disability, IEP goals related to community, and support 
needs.  The student’s primary mode of communication was also discussed in order develop an 
appropriate strategy for obtaining student assent for each observation.  
 Pre-observation.  A pre-observation protocol was used to provide sufficient information 
to situate the researcher to the instruction that would be observed during CBI (see Appendix J).  
The protocol consisted of four questions (with some sub-questions) addressing what the 
researcher could expect to see during the observation, the skills the student would be working on 
during CBI, and the supports the student would have available.   
 Post-observation interview.  The post-observation interview protocol was developed to 
confirm what the researcher had seen during the observation and to understand the CBI 
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experience from the perspective of the person providing instruction (see Appendix K).  The 
protocol consisted of four questions to be used with the same person who participated in the pre-
observation interview.  The questions focused on the actual CBI trip and how the trip compared 
to other CBI experiences in which the student had participated.  
 Wrap-up interview.  A wrap-up interview protocol was used for the study in order to 
better understand the teacher’s and paraprofessional’s (if providing instruction) experiences with, 
and beliefs about, interactions during CBI. Beliefs are an important factor in decision-making 
during instruction and as the primary persons responsible during CBI, their conceptualization of 
interactions in public spaces is important. Twelve questions (or 7 if they only had one student 
participating in the study) were specifically designed to elicit relevant information from the 
teachers and/or paraprofessionals related to the students and their own perceptions about what 
happened while out in the community. Probes were used to clarify responses (Patton, 2015) and 
to distinguish between the data that the observer collected during the observations and the 
perceptions of those who provided support.  
 Field notes protocol.  Observation tools allowed the researcher to gain first-hand 
knowledge about the phenomena being investigated and helped better understand and situate the 
experiences of others in the setting (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). A blank field note form was 
used to record detailed notes post-observation (see Appendix M). In order to understand more 
about the individual interactions and contextual factors present, the blank field note form was 
separated into sections to delineate between each interaction (or opportunity) observed. The field 
note form included a list of areas to focus on during the observation based on the literature 
review and also allowed the researcher to record unexpected events that happened during the 
observation without evaluating what was relevant to the study (Emerson et al., 2011). Because 
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there is no literature addressing interactions in the context of CBI, in Spring of 2018, a 
preliminary draft of the blank field note form was piloted with three high-school special 
education teachers across six different community settings.  Results allowed the researcher to 
make the necessary adjustments to the field note form.     
Data Collection 
 Data collection took place over the course of a four-month period between September 
and December of 2018.  The order of data collection for each case was (a) initial site-visit 
interview, including a demographic questionnaire (b) pre-observation interview (c) field notes, 
(d) post-observation interview, (e) a second observation, repeating b-d at another community 
location, and (e) wrap-up interview. Table 6 describes the timeline for data collection by site and 
case.  
 Each student constituted the focal member of the case. Cases were comprised of either (a) 
a student and special education teacher (n = 2), or (b) a student, special education teacher, and 
paraprofessional (n =6). Since data collection took place at the beginning of the year, the first 
observation occurred after the student had participated in a minimum of four CBI trips.  When 
two cases were at one school, all attempts were made to collect data for both cases during the 
same time period to allow the researcher to be more efficient in data collection (since the two 
students shared a special education teacher and paraprofessional) and avoid confusion of the 
elements that were emerging from each case (Stake, 2006).  When it was not possible to collect 
data on two cases at one school, data collection occurred at two schools during the same time 
frame.  Because of absences (student and staff), cancellation because of weather, and infrequent 
CBI (once per week), there were limited instances when more than two cases were being 
observed before beginning on a third case. In these instances, data were collected for no more 
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than two school sites in a given week. Data collection for each school site took anywhere from 
one to three months.   
 Initial site visit.  An initial site visit was scheduled directly after the teacher notified the 
researcher that all consent forms had been obtained from the parent and that they (the teacher and 
the paraprofessional) consented to participate.  The visit was scheduled outside of school hours 
when the teacher and paraprofessional were both available to meet and at a location of their 
choosing. The visit took place in a private area where conversations could not be overheard in 
order to maintain confidentiality.  At the beginning of the meeting, the teacher and 
paraprofessional signed paper copies of the consent form and retained a copy for their records.  
Consent forms were collected, including the parent’s consent form, and were reviewed to ensure 
all participants consented. The teacher and paraprofessional then individually completed a paper 
copy of the demographic questionnaire (see Appendix I).  Afterwards, the initial site interview 
protocol was used to guide a discussion about the student(s) being observed (see Appendix H). 
Both the teacher and paraprofessional participated in the interview at the same time. The initial 
site visit lasted between 30 and 45 minutes.   
 Because the initial site visit was intended to develop rapport, the conversations were not 
recorded, thus making the visit less formal to help the participants feel at ease (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). The researcher took notes during the meeting on a paper copy of the interview protocol 
(see Appendix H) and then recorded impressions immediately following the meeting through 
memoing. At the end of the meeting, a date for the observation of the first student was scheduled.  
If the teacher had two students participating in the study, an observation was also scheduled for 
the second student.  
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 Pre-observation interview.  Prior to each CBI observation, the participant who provided 
instruction in the community was asked a series of questions in order to situate the observer to 
the purpose of the CBI trip (see Appendix J).  Interviews were conducted informally in the 
classroom.  In order to retain confidentiality of the student being observed, the interview took 
place where the conversation could not be overheard but nonetheless other individuals were 
present.  The pre-observation interview took less than five minutes so as not to unduly burden 
the participants with intrusive questions and disruption to the day.  Short interviews also 
increased the likelihood that the teacher or paraprofessional would consistently participate in the 
interviews.  Data were recorded in a journal during the pre-observation interview. Interviews 
with school staff lasted an average of five minutes for each of the pre- and post-interviews.   
 Observations.  Each student was observed in three different community settings.  Only 
one student was observed during each CBI trip. Prior to each CBI trip, after the pre-observation 
interview with the teacher or paraprofessional, the student was asked if he/she assented to being 
observed during CBI that day. All students were asked verbally using simplified language or a 
picture of the researcher. The method of assent (e.g., verbal, gestural, eye-gaze) was developed 
for each student based on the information obtained by the researcher during the initial site visit 
interview.  The special education teacher was present during the assent process to help with 
determining if the student assented. All students assented to being observed and the observation 
proceeded as scheduled.  The average length of each observation was 2.25 hours.     
 All but one student took a school van or bus or the personal vehicle of the teacher to 
community locations. When the researcher accompanied the student to and from each location in 
a van or school bus, she did not record data.  The one remaining student (Marcus) took public 
transportation to all three community locations.  Data were collected for him as he prepared to 
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leave school for the CBI trip and ended when he returned to the school site.  This was important 
because navigating public transportation and the community both to and from the CBI location 
count as CBI since students are learning and practicing community skills during that time. 
During the observation, attempts were made to reduce visibility of the researcher by locating 
herself within visual and listening distance of the student while maintaining enough distance to 
reduce the chance of interference with the behavior of the participants or others in the 
community (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The researcher limited conversation with the participants 
or anyone else in order to remain as unobtrusive as possible. During the observations, jottings 
(i.e., words, short phrases) were recorded in a journal in order to quickly record what was 
happening in the moment and to aid in the recollection of events when writing up field notes 
(Emerson et al., 2011).  
 After the observation, detailed field notes were typed onto the blank field note form (see 
Appendix M). The field notes included descriptive notes of the scene unfolding in front of the 
researcher, including recording who was the initiator and who responded if there was a 
corresponding response, if there was reciprocity and what the back and forth conversation 
entailed, and topic of interactions between students and others in the community.  The contextual 
factors (e.g., activity, environmental setting, supports) present during the interactions were also 
recorded.  Field notes were written as individual opportunities for interactions so as to allow the 
researcher to record each interaction and the factors present holistically. The jottings recorded 
during the observation were used to help the researcher recall events related to the interactions. 
In addition to describing the scene, the field note form included a separate section to record 
reflective notes (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Emerson et al., 2011).  Reflections on the process, 
activities, and summary conclusions were recorded for use during the analysis phase of the study. 
 
58  
The researcher also used the reflections to evaluate the procedures she was employing for data 
collection to check for consistency of what was being recorded. Data from the field notes were 
typed onto a word document by the end of the same day as the observation. After the 
observation, the researcher also completed a contact summary form (see Appendix N) in order to 
reflect on the observation, record initial impressions, and directions for future observations. A 
total of 127 pages of field notes and 37 pages of contact summary form recordings were 
collected across all observations.   
 Post-observation interview.  After each CBI observation, the participant who provided 
instruction in the community was asked four questions in order to confirm what the researcher 
observed in the community and to gain an understanding of the instructor’s perspective about the 
CBI trip (see Appendix K).   Interviews were conducted informally in the classroom.  In order to 
retain confidentiality of the student being observed, the interview took place where the 
conversation could not be overheard but nonetheless other individuals were present.  Similar to 
the pre-observation interview, the follow-up interview took approximately five minutes and data 
were recorded in a journal.  The researcher also recorded her own impressions and reflections of 
the post-observation interview directly after she recorded the pre-observation interview 
reflections.  
 Wrap-up interview.  Individual, semi-structured interviews took place with the teacher 
and paraprofessional after the last observation of their student(s) (see Appendix L). Wrap-up 
interviews were scheduled after all observations of students had been completed in order to allow 
for flexibility in exploring areas of inquiry that might have been uncovered over the course of the 
study (Lichtman, 2014; Patton, 2015). Interviews took place outside of school hours on the same 
day or as close to practicably possible to the last observation.  The paraprofessional’s wrap-up 
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interview occurred prior to the teacher’s interview to increase the likelihood that he or she was 
available since it would be closer to the end of the school day. All interviews were conducted in 
person, in a location selected by the participant in order to promote a comfortable environment 
for sharing ideas (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  The location was an environment with minimal 
distractions and where anonymity and confidentiality could be maintained.  Interviews took an 
average of 45 minutes to complete (range 20 - 80 minutes).   
  A wrap-up interview protocol was used (see Appendix L) to guide the interview and a 
digital audio recorder was used to record the interview.  Handwritten notes were taken in order to 
help formulate additional probes to address earlier questions and helped to focus the interview at 
later stages (Patton, 2015).  Immediately following the interview, the researcher listened to 
portions of the audio recording to verify that it was audible. If for some reason the digital voice 
recorder malfunctioned, the researcher immediately recorded a recollection of the interview. The 
researcher then wrote a reflection of the interview, documenting impressions of the interview 
process and the findings.  The researcher used the reflection as a means to evaluate and refine the 
interview technique. The reflection also provided the researcher with a space to bracket beliefs 
about what the participants were saying in an effort to minimize judgment and bias.    
 After the interview (<5 days), the researcher developed an interview summary by 
listening to the audio file and reviewing notes taken during the interview. For member checking, 
a draft summary of the interview was sent by email to the participants.  Participants were told 
that the summary was an initial draft of the researcher’s interpretations and were invited to 
contribute to the summary with comments or changes directly on the document using track 
changes.  Participants were also informed that the summary was not final until the researcher 
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received their response.  None of the participants made any comments or changes to the draft 
summary. A $30 gift card was given to each participant as a thank you for participating.  
Data Analysis 
 This section details the steps taken for (a) data management, (b) data analysis, and (c) 
trustworthiness and credibility of the data. The total data collected across all cases comprised a 
total of 482 pages.  Table 7 describes the scope of data collected.   
 Data management.  During the process of data collection, all hand-written data sources 
were typed onto word documents. Word documents and audio files of the wrap-up interview 
were uploaded to a secure platform for storage and management of digital files (Box) through the 
University of Illinois portal. Original paper copies were kept in a locked filing cabinet in the 
Department of Special Education.  Pseudonyms were used to protect the privacy of the 
participants and a key linking the participant to the pseudonyms was stored separately from the 
other files.  Only the first researcher had access to the key. The researcher, the Dissertation 
Committee Chair, and a graduate student who was assigned to transcribe and code the data were 
the only individuals with access to the files.  The graduate student completed the required IRB 
training on Human Subjects Research.   
 Three graduate students in the Department of Special Education at the University of 
Illinois, Urbana-Champaign transcribed the wrap-up interviews. The researcher also trained the 
graduate students on how to properly use the transcription software and transcribe interviews.  
When an audio file was uploaded, a graduate student was sent an email to download the audio-
file to their computer. The graduate student was instructed to transcribe the audio files verbatim 
because utterances, elongations, or non-language based sounds that the interviewee emits might 
change the intended meaning of the response (Butler, 2015).  Once the transcription was 
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complete for each file, the graduate student uploaded it to a file in Box labeled “Transcript” and 
deleted the audio file from her computer.  The researcher then listened to the audio file and 
compared it to the transcript to ensure accuracy.  Transcribed wrap-up interviews yielded 197 
pages of data (see Table 7).   
 Analysis procedures.  Data were analyzed using thematic analysis (TA) to identify 
patterns of meaning across the data through a rigorous process of data review, coding, and theme 
development and revision (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The use of TA was selected because it is a 
flexible method of analysis and can be used to interpret data within multiple frameworks. The 
following section will describe the use of TA analysis employed in (a) case analysis and (b) 
cross-case analysis.  
 Case analysis.  Data were first analyzed by individual case. The graduate student who 
transcribed the interviews also assisted with coding the transcripts (“second coder”).  The 
researcher met the with second coder prior to analysis in order to train her on the procedures 
used in TA.  The second coder had previous experience with coding and analysis of qualitative 
data.  Once all data were collected for a case, the researcher and second coder began analysis by 
familiarizing themselves with the data. The researcher and second coder independently read all 
data sources (e.g., field notes, interviews) and the narratives and reflections (i.e., memos) in 
order to think about each piece of datum. At this time, the researcher also reviewed the 
reflections and memos written during data collection in order to engage in the process of self-
reflection and use as a check when making interpretations about the data.    
 After familiarizing themselves with the data, the researcher and second coder coded all 
data by tagging and naming selections of text within each data item using the constant 
comparative method (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Using an inductive approach (i.e., open coding), 
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the researcher and second coder independently coded the data for the first case.  Codes were used 
to identify features of the data that were relevant to the phenomena under investigation in order 
to organize the data into meaningful groups (Miles et al., 2014).  The researcher and second 
coder met to discuss the initial codes and their own interpretation of the data.  The researcher 
generated an initial codebook during analysis of the first case that also contained definitions of 
codes and shared it with the second coder for use when coding future cases. The researcher and 
second coder continued to independently code data for each case in the order obtained during 
data collection.  The two met after coding each case in order to detect if incongruences existed. If 
there was disagreement, the researcher and second coder discussed the issues of divergence until 
agreement was reached.  The researcher updated the codebook with changes to the names of 
codes based on the discussion, if needed. The researcher shared the revised codebook with the 
second coder after each update. The Dissertation Committee Chair reviewed the codebook after 
every two cases had been coded.      
 After the initial codes were generated for the case, the researcher sorted the codes into 
categories by thinking about the relationship between codes and if they could be further 
collapsed or grouped together into categories (Patton, 2015). Codes were not discarded at this 
time in case they came up as important at a later stage in analysis. A report was generated for 
each case summarizing the data and listing the codes and categories.  The report was shared with 
the second coder and connections between codes and categories were discussed. Any 
disagreement was resolved through discussion and revisiting the data.  The codes, categories, and 
definitions were updated in the codebook based upon the agreed changes.  
 In order to challenge the codes, categories, and definitions, a peer debriefer was used to 
assess “. . .whether or not a researcher has over-emphasized a point, missed a rival legitimate 
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hypothesis, or under emphasized a point” (Janescik, 2007; pg. 3387).  A doctoral student in the 
Department of Special Education at UIUC was given access to all of the data and case reports.  
Throughout development of the codebook, the researcher met with the peer debriefer a minimum 
of once per week in order to detect if incongruences existed in the interpretation of the data. If 
there was disagreement, the two discussed the issue until agreement was reached. Data were 
recoded when there were agreed upon changes to the names of codes or when there was a 
decision to collapse codes based on similar patterns. The codebook was updated and verified by 
the peer debriefer. The Dissertation Committee Chair met with the researcher to review the 
codebook and discuss any discrepancies that arose in the interpretation of the data for individual 
cases prior to the researcher undertaking cross-case analysis.    
 Cross-case analysis.  Once analysis of all individual cases was complete, a cross-case 
analysis of the data was undertaken. The researcher used the reports created for each of the cases 
and combined them to create a cross-case matrix representing the codes across all cases.  Using 
the cross-case matrix, the researcher identified similarities and differences between the codes and 
tested if the codes fit into the previously identified preliminary categories or if new categories 
were needed.  The researcher also collapsed or discarded codes during this process and then 
identified the final categories based on the cross-case analysis. The researcher met with the peer 
debriefer on two separate occasions during this process to discuss if the development of codes 
and categories reflected the meaning of participants. When disagreements arose, the researcher 
and peer debriefer revisited the data to clarify and reach consensus. On one occasion, the two 
were unable to reach consensus regarding a category (seeking attention within communicating 
wants and needs) and the researcher met with the dissertation chair who further challenged the 
researcher to consider how the meaning of participants reflected a different categorization 
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(gaining attention within socialization).  The researcher updated the codebook with the revised 
codes and categories. 
 Next, the process of theme development was undertaken. Looking at how the codes and 
categories worked together, the researcher developed preliminary cross-case themes in order to 
build an explanation of the phenomena under investigation (Yin, 2014). The researcher revisited 
the coded data of the cases that shared preliminary cross-case themes in order to identify any 
areas of congruency and divergence and to attend to any disconfirming evidence.  During this 
process, the researcher tested for the internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity of the 
preliminary themes (Patton, 2002). The codebook was updated to reflect changes to the codes, 
categories, preliminary themes, and definitions. 
 The researcher shared the revised codebook and preliminary themes with the peer 
debriefer.  The two met and discussed the researcher’s interpretation of the data. During their 
meetings, the preliminary themes generated from the cross-case analysis were discussed and any 
disagreement was resolved through discussion and revisiting the data. This process continued 
until consensus on the final themes was reached. Any areas where there was divergence from the 
theme were noted by the researcher for further examination during the writing phase of analysis.   
The researcher revised the codebook and shared the findings from the cross-case analysis with 
the Dissertation Committee Chair who challenged the researcher with interpretations of the data 
and proposed rival explanations to consider. Once the two reached consensus, the researcher 
updated and refined the codebook with any changes to the codes, categories, final themes, and 





Trustworthiness and Credibility of Data 
 To ensure trustworthiness and creditability of the data, the researcher used the criteria for 
qualitative studies in special education established by Brantlinger and colleagues (2005) and 
within the larger field of qualitative inquiry in social sciences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Maxwell, 
2013). In order to address the criteria for a qualitative study established in the field, the 
researcher selected participants who were best suited to provide relevant information to answer 
the research questions and designed a study using methods congruent with the aims of the study 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Stake, 2006).  
 Researcher reflexivity is a vital process in qualitative research when making judgments 
about what is relevant to the study and interpreting the meaning of the data.  The researcher’s 
approach to reflexivity mirrored the process of validation, through disclosing positioning, 
engaging in discourses, encouraging voices, and being self-reflective (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba, 
2011).  As the research study was undertaken, the researcher disclosed her personal biography 
and philosophical orientation towards the process of research and the phenomena being 
investigated.  Throughout the study, the researcher used memos, narratives, and reflections 
addressing how beliefs and/or biases manifested during the different phases of data collection 
and analysis. The researcher used these disclosures and writings (memos, narrative, reflections) 
in order to further challenge herself to think about how biases might effect the interpretation of 
the data and to act in order to minimize any effects of bias on data collection and analysis.   
 Collaborative work was undertaken through every step of data analysis.  During this time, 
the researcher engaged in frequent peer debriefing, which provided an external check of the 
research process (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Janescik, 2007).  The researcher also met with the 
Dissertation Committee Chair during development of the codebook and after cross-case analysis. 
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The Chair challenged the researcher about the methods employed in the study and the meanings 
of the data as a check to potential researcher biases or misinterpretations (Creswell & Poth, 
2018). These collaborations also provided the researcher with an opportunity to be further self-
reflective and challenge her assessment of the phenomenon under study.   
 Triangulation is another method used in qualitative research to promote credibility of the 
data (Brantlinger et al., 2005). Data were triangulated by evaluating responses from the post-
observation and wrap-up interviews and comparing them to the field notes in order to 
corroborate the researchers own documentation of the observation (Patton, 2015).  Confirmation 
of findings was also done through second level member checks in an effort to confirm that the 
data collected reflected the participant’s intended meaning and to control for any potential biases 
or misunderstanding by the researcher (Brantlinger et al., 2005; Maxwell, 2013). Second level 
member checks were done because it provides a concise summary of the interview which 
increases the likelihood that participants will read the interview and respond with feedback.  
Each participant was sent a draft summary and asked to provide input and make any corrections 
and comments to aid the researcher in capturing their intended meaning.  
 Finally, the researcher used thick descriptions in an effort to allow readers to make 
decisions about the credibility of the data and interpretation of the findings (Brantlinger et al., 
2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Quotes from the participants were included liberally in the 
findings to illustrate the themes identified and provide a rich narrative for the reader.  
Additionally, thick descriptions were used so the reader could understand the contextual factors 
at play and make their own judgment about transferability of the findings to their own situation 





 This chapter presents findings from the cross-case analysis of data collected for eight 
cases.  Each case consisted of either a student, special education teacher, and paraprofessional or 
a student and special education teacher.  Two research questions were addressed: (1) how are 
students with severe disabilities interacting with community members, school staff, and other 
peers, both with and without disabilities, during CBI? and (2) how do contextual factors (i.e., 
activity, environment, supports) influence students’ interactions with community members, 
school staff, and peers? First, findings are presented regarding the overall context of the CBI 
observations. The remainder of the chapter addresses the findings by research question. Although 
data are presented across cases to demonstrate congruency, data from individual cases are also 
shared to illustrate concepts and/or highlight divergence. The pseudonym designated for the 
student participant is used as the case name. 
Context of CBI Observations 
 Table 8 provides a summary of the contexts in which CBI was observed.  Each student 
was observed on three separate occasions.  Observations lasted between 1.00 and 4.50 hours (M 
= 2.25 hours). Settings where CBI took place were publicly accessible and ranged from grocery 
stores (n = 5), other retail stores (n = 4), dining establishments (n = 4), charity shops (n = 4), 
sporting venues (n = 3), public libraries (n = 2), and movie theatres (n = 2).  Unique locations 
where only one student was observed included a gym, bank, pumpkin patch, and community 
college. Activities were related to the setting and included eating meals, volunteering, recreation 
and leisure (e.g., bowling, hockey game, movies), and shopping. Community members were 
present in all settings and included both employees (i.e., individuals who worked at the 
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community business) and non-employees (i.e., individuals who accessed services offered by the 
business).  
 Overall, five teachers and six paraprofessionals worked with the eight students during 
CBI. Six students had a one-on-one paraprofessional assigned to them who provided the main 
instructional support, even when the teacher was either present or absent during the observation. 
The other two students did not have a one-on-one paraprofessional and received instruction 
directly from the teacher. Each student had at least one goal related to interacting with an 
employee in the setting during CBI (e.g., paying for an item, ordering a food item).  
Additionally, the majority of students had at least one goal related to interacting with peers.  
Across all observations, the student participant and at least two other students (non-participants) 
from the same functional life skills program went out together for CBI. The total number of 
students who participated in each CBI trip ranged from 3 to 21 students (M = 7.8). At least two 
school staff members (participant and non-participant) were present for each CBI trip.  Special 
education teachers were present during all but three observations (and for half of a fourth 
observation) and each paraprofessional was present for all observations.  Other staff members 
(e.g., other paraprofessionals) who were not participants also were present for each CBI trip.  
Between 2 and 10 staff members (participants and non-participants) were present for an average 
of 5.6 per trip. 
How Students Interact with Others During CBI 
 Three themes emerged from the data on how high school students with severe disabilities 
interact with school staff, peers, and community members (i.e., employees and non-employees) 
during CBI. The themes are (a) participating in instructional interactions, (b) communicating 
wants and needs, and (c) engaging in social exchanges. Data were obtained primarily from 
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observing each student (i.e., field notes). Interviews with school staff (i.e., special education 
teacher, paraprofessional) were used to help confirm, or disconfirm, the researcher’s 
interpretation of how students interacted with others during CBI.  Across observations, all eight 
students primarily interacted with school staff members although they also engaged in 
interactions with peers who were part of their functional life skills program and also receiving 
CBI. On rare occasions, students also interacted with peers from outside the CBI group. A few 
students used augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices to communicate and 
respond to peers who did not require AAC.  Although students initiated or responded to most 
community members (i.e., employees and known non-employees), few interacted with unknown 
community members who were not employees.    
 Participating in instructional interactions.  Seven of the students were observed 
participating in instructional interactions with school staff and peers at least once during each of 
the three observations. Olivia was the only student who did not participate in instructional 
interactions during two of her three observations. Though most students had specific target skills 
they were learning (e.g., selecting an item in the grocery store, ordering food, purchasing items), 
some had more general goals of “socializing” (Cassidy, Olivia) or “following directions” 
(Tristan, Tyler).  Students participated in instructional interactions most often by completing a 
task or step of a task when prompted by a staff member or initiating an interaction to clarify a 
prompt given by a staff member. Some students also interacted with their peers during 
instruction in order to complete a task.  
 Completing a task or step of a task. Participation in instructional interactions most 
commonly occurred when a school staff member prompted the student to complete a task or a 
step of a task. The types of prompts school staff provided included giving specific directions 
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(e.g., “get a shopping cart” Cassidy), asking guiding questions (e.g., “what is next on the list?” 
Tristan), or using gestures for the next step (e.g., pointing at an icon on an AAC device; 
Christopher). Students then responded to the prompt by completing the requested task or step 
(e.g., getting a shopping cart, verbally stating what was next on the list).  When students did not 
complete the task, or completed the task incorrectly, a follow up prompt was given or the school 
staff member completed the task for the student.   
 When students were participating in instructional interactions that involved interacting 
with an unknown employee to complete a task (e.g., purchasing an item from a cashier, ordering 
food from a waitress), students almost always interacted with the school staff member instead of 
the employee. Across nearly every observation, school staff stood close to the student and 
prompted him or her through the steps of the task. Thus, the student did not have to interact with 
the employee during an instructional interaction. For example, when Austin paid for items at the 
Dollar Store during an observation, the following happened: 
Austin and Christina, the special education teacher, stand side by side at the register.  The 
cashier rings up the items, saying “that will be (dollar amount)” in general, without 
making eye contact with either Austin or Christina.  Austin stands there looking at 
Christina. Christina prompts Austin to pay for the items (“you need to pay”) and he pays. 
The cashier pushes the bag towards Austin saying “have a nice day.” Austin does not say 
anything, takes the bag, and walks away from the counter. (Observation 3, pg. 4) 
This instance illustrates that even when an employee gave a prompt (i.e., telling Austin how 
much he owed), the student continued to rely on the teacher to prompt him to complete the steps 
of the task.   
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 Although instructional interactions most commonly occurred when the student was 
actually completing the step or task, there were a few instances when students interacted with 
school staff members to rehearse the steps of the target skill. For example, on separate occasions, 
Alyssa and Marcus rehearsed the steps necessary for checking out a book at the library, with 
their paraprofessional and teacher respectively. The students were then able to complete the steps 
with the librarian with minimal prompting from the school staff member.  Paraprofessionals for 
Cassidy and Christopher rehearsed how to use their AAC device to communicate with a peer and 
unknown community member (employee), respectively, just before approaching them. In both 
instances, the paraprofessional first showed the student where to push the greeting icon on their 
AAC device by pointing to it and having the student push it to say “hello”. Cassidy and 
Christopher then used the AAC device to greet the other person.    
 Clarifying a prompt. On multiple occasions, students interacted with school staff (i.e., 
special education teachers, paraprofessionals) during instructional interactions by clarifying a 
prompt they were given (Austin, Cassidy, Marcus, Tristan, Tyler). When students were given an 
initial prompt during instruction, instead of completing the task or step of the task, they 
sometimes asked a question, or repeated the directions about what they were expected to do in 
order to clarify or confirm the prompt.  In these situations, students would either complete the 
task or school staff might continue prompting or complete the step for the student.  
 Four of the students asked questions during instructional interactions in order to clarify 
the prompt (Austin, Marcus, Tristan, Tyler). Students asked a question when given a general 
direction of what they needed to do next.  For example, when prompted to pay for his movie 
ticket, Tristan clarified the amount by asking “how much do I pay?” of the teacher who was 
standing to his side.  Similarly, Tyler’s paraprofessional prompted him to “hit the ball” in order 
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to begin a miniature golf game.  Tyler clarified the prompt by asking “Can I whack it here?” 
gesturing towards the water.  Both school staff members for Tristan and Tyler then provided 
further information so the students could complete the next step.  
 Three of the students repeated prompts during instructional interactions in order to seek 
reassurance from school staff (Cassidy, Marcus, Tyler). Instead of responding to a staff 
member’s prompt with an action or asking a clarifying question, the student repeated the prompt 
to confirm what was expected. For example, Marcus was shopping for a grocery store item and 
was in the wrong aisle. His teacher prompted him to look in the other aisle. Marcus turned to her, 
repeated “the other aisle?” and waited for her to nod in affirmation before walking away.  
Cassidy was also shopping in the grocery store and needed to select between two sizes of plastic 
sandwich baggies. Her paraprofessional prompted her to select the small size, pointing at a visual 
shopping list.  Cassidy looked between the two sizes of baggies on the shelf and looked back up 
at her paraprofessional, saying “the small size?” The paraprofessional pointed at the picture 
again and Cassidy then selected the smaller size of the plastic sandwich baggies.   
 Supporting each other.  Half of the students interacted with a peer during instructional 
interactions (Alyssa, Austin, Marcus, Tyler). These four students either supported, or received 
support from, a peer on at least one occasion during a CBI observation. Instructional interactions 
with peers often involved a student providing support to another student initially with school 
staff eventually intervening at some point to assist with instruction. Less commonly, instruction 
was solely provided by a student which did not require further support from school staff.     
 In some activities, students were responsible for providing instructional support to other 
students in their class.  Alyssa and Tyler engaged in instructional interactions when they were 
asked by their teacher to provide instructional support to peers who had more significant support 
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needs.  Alyssa interacted with a peer by prompting her to navigate the grocery store and locate 
grocery store items using a visual shopping list. The peer was responsible for pushing the 
shopping cart and Alyssa provided support by guiding her through the aisles. Two 
paraprofessionals and the teacher walked behind the students and did not have to intervene.  A 
paraprofessional eventually assisted the two students by modeling how to look at the label and 
comparing it with the picture icon. Tyler interacted with a peer while teaching him to 
appropriately use the restroom and wash his hands at a miniature golf location. On this occasion, 
Tyler was asked by his teacher to assist the peer in the men’s restroom because school staff 
members were all female. Tyler went into the bathroom with the peer so it was unclear to what 
extent he was able to assist his peer in the restroom; however, none of the school staff members 
checked in with Tyler or the other student to confirm that the goal had been accomplished.     
 Austin, Marcus, and Tyler engaged in instructional interactions with peers when they 
were the ones receiving support from the peer.  Each student was paired with a peer who was 
expected to help them complete a task or step in a task; however, the support given by the peer 
was not effective. Austin asked his teacher to be paired with a preferred peer and the two went 
off on their own without school staff support. Marcus was paired with a peer by his teacher and 
the teacher was present the entire time. The peer that Austin and Marcus received instructional 
support from was one with whom they typically participated in CBI. Although peers initially 
attempted to provide support through prompting, the peers themselves encountered challenges 
with understanding how to complete the steps of the task.  Therefore, both Austin and Marcus 
tended to not complete the steps with the peer and ultimately had to seek assistance from the 
school staff member. Marcus’s teacher prompted both Marcus and his peer to complete the task 
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by asking guiding questions, while Austin walked away from the peer in order to seek assistance 
from his teacher so he could complete the task.     
 Only one student was observed interacting with peers who were not part of the functional 
life skills class during instructional interactions. Two peers with high incidence disabilities 
accompanied Tyler, and another student from his same class, on an outing to a fast food 
restaurant and community college informational event. There were few interactions between the 
peers and Tyler.  This particular CBI trip was less structured and school staff were clustered 
together in conversation, walking behind the group of students. Although Tyler made overtures 
to interact with the peers, nearly every interaction where the peers supported Tyler were 
constituted of correcting his behavior or repeating comments of the school staff that he needed to 
“stay with the group.” School staff did not intervene and continued talking with each other.   
 Communicating wants and needs.  All eight students interacted with others by 
communicating their wants and needs. These interactions were unrelated to interactions 
involving direct instruction on skills or steps of a skill. Students engaged in interactions with 
community members (employees and non-employees), school staff, and peers by (a) making a 
choice, (b) requesting something, and (c) asking for help. Across observations, students generally 
only communicated their wants and needs after being given a prompt from school staff.  In a few 
instances, students initiated interactions with school staff, peers, and community members 
(employees and non-employees) in order to obtain what they wanted or needed.   
 Making a choice. All eight students interacted with others by making a choice about an 
item they wanted or needed.  This was most often accomplished after a school staff member 
prompted the student to make a choice between two or more items.  For example, during a break 
from ringing a bell for the Salvation Army at the grocery store, Olivia’s paraprofessional asked 
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her to make a choice between two different types of candy for a snack at school later in the day. 
Olivia responded by choosing the candy she preferred. Similarly, during an observation at 
Walmart, Christopher was prompted by his paraprofessional to select a puzzle he could complete 
at school.  In this instance, instead of giving him a choice between only two items, the 
paraprofessional gestured at the entire selection of puzzles. Christopher looked at the range of 
puzzles and used his fingers to tap on his choice. At some point across the three observations, all 
eight students were able to make a choice and obtain a desired item.   
 In contrast, nearly half of the students experienced at least one interaction where, instead 
of getting the item they chose, they were denied their choice by school staff.  Austin, Tristan, and 
Tyler were prompted to choose between two or more items during separate observations. Tristan 
was given a choice regarding which type of sugar he wanted to buy. After selecting the item, the 
paraprofessional told him to put it back and select a different brand, pointing at the one he 
wanted Tristan to grab. Similarly, Austin was prompted to choose whatever item he wanted 
when purchasing a gift for a family member.  He made a choice between a few items and the 
teacher had him put it back and select something else. Both students made a choice as prompted; 
however, the school staff member supporting them decided that the choice was inappropriate 
(e.g., too expensive, not practical). Tyler was the only one who was prompted by an employee to 
make a choice.  During miniature golf, an employee asked the students to choose the color golf 
ball they wanted. Tyler responded “I want blue.” His paraprofessional prompted him to select a 
different color because another student’s favorite color was blue and she did not want the other 
student to be upset.  Tyler then chose red.   
 Requesting something.  Occasionally, a student (Alyssa, Austin, Christopher, Marcus, 
Olivia) initiated interactions with staff by requesting something they wanted or needed to do. 
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Three of the students (Alyssa, Christopher, Marcus) were given what they requested.  For 
Marcus, during an observation in a small bakery where he was learning to pay for an item and 
socialize with peers, he independently selected an item to eat and drink without prompting from 
the teacher. The teacher then asked him if that was what he really wanted to eat and drink (e.g., 
do you like Coke?) in order to confirm his request.  Alyssa and Christopher both requested items 
by asking school staff to use the bathroom, and during a volunteer activity, Christopher used his 
AAC device to ask his paraprofessional for a drink of water.  Two of the students did not 
ultimately get what they requested; however, the reasons for not honoring the request were 
explained by the staff member. Olivia asked for a food item during a hockey game but was 
denied because she brought her own meal and was not supposed to eat food she did not bring to a 
location. Austin asked to purchase an item from a dispenser at the front of a store during a 
shopping trip but was told no because he did not have enough money for the item. Austin then 
reached into his pocket and pulled out two quarters to show his teacher that he had the money.  
The teacher responded, “I know you have your own money but you will have to wait.” It is 
unclear what he needed to wait for or why he could not purchase the item but he did not ask to 
purchase the item again. He instead shopped in the store and purchased other items with the 
money the teacher set aside for shopping.    
 On a few occasions, students (Alyssa, Cassidy, Christopher, Olivia) requested not to do 
something by initiating an interaction with peers and school staff.  Students interacted with 
school staff by communicating their disinterest in an activity by saying “all done” (Alyssa), or 
“no more” (Cassidy). In these instances, the paraprofessional either ignored the request or 
instructed the student to continue what they were doing. In other instances, school staff used the 
request not to do something as an opportunity to encourage students to communicate in order to 
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get their needs met. Cassidy, Christopher, and Olivia indicated that they did not want to do 
something or get support from a specific person by physically pushing away an item or the 
person.  The students were then directed to communicate what they wanted or needed.  For 
example, Christopher pushed away a school staff member in order to leave the grocery store aisle 
where he was selecting an item.  His paraprofessional prompted him to use his AAC device in 
order to ask for what he wanted (e.g., a break, water, bathroom). Similarly, Olivia did not want 
help from her paraprofessional during bowling so she pushed away her paraprofessional. Olivia 
was then asked to identify someone else who could assist her.  
 Asking for help.  Most of the students (Alyssa, Austin, Christopher, Marcus, Olivia, 
Tristan, Tyler) interacted with school staff on at least one occasion by asking them for help.  
Students asked for help from school staff either with or without prompting.  Olivia was 
frequently prompted to ask for help (e.g., if you need help, ask for it) by her paraprofessional 
during times when she was eating a snack or a meal.  Alyssa, Austin, Christopher, Marcus, and 
Tristan all initiated asking school staff members for help without being prompted.  Students 
asked for help from the paraprofessional or teacher related to an aspect of an overall activity (i.e., 
taking pictures, playing golf, watching a movie). Students also asked for help during less 
structured times, when they were trying to communicate with a peer, and needed a school staff 
member to facilitate the conversation by repeating what the student said or interpret what a peer 
communicated (Alyssa, Austin, Christopher, Marcus, Olivia).   
 Only one student initiated an interaction with a community member to request help 
(Tyler). On two different occasions, Tyler asked an unknown non-employee to help him when he 
was not able find a paraprofessional to assist him. One of these instances occurred on the 
miniature golf course after Tyler hit a golf ball into the water. The interaction unfolded thusly: 
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Tyler walks to the side of the course waiting for his paraprofessional to come and help 
him get the ball out of the water.  She is busy talking to someone else and doesn’t see 
Tyler.  A community member [non-employee] is near Tyler, coming out of the bathroom 
which is next to the water.  Tyler sees the community member and asks him to help get 
the ball out of the water.   The man sees a net and helps Tyler use the net to retrieve the 
ball.  Once they get the ball out of the water, Tyler takes it and walks back over to where 
he last hit the ball.  (Observation 1, pg. 6)  
 Engaging in social exchanges.  All students engaged in at least one social exchange with 
a peer, school staff member, and community member (employee).  The primary types of social 
exchanges in which students engaged were: (a) momentary exchanges, (b) sustained 
communication, and (c) gaining attention from others. Overall, students were most frequently the 
recipient as opposed to the initiator of the social exchange.  Social exchanges typically occurred 
between the student and school staff member or peers. There were limited social exchanges with 
community members (employees and non-employees).  
 Momentary exchanges. All eight students engaged in momentary exchanges with at least 
one community member (employee), peer, and school staff member. Momentary exchanges were 
comprised of a single initiation or response by the student.  One form of momentary exchange in 
which students participated was related to engaging in social conventions, which were often 
facilitated by a school staff member. Social conventions are defined as a set of social rules or 
norms that individuals are expected to follow in a certain environment (e.g., saying hello or 
thank you to a cashier).  Students tended to engage in interactions involving social conventions 
more frequently with school staff and employees as opposed to with their peers or non-
employees. Only one student (Olivia) engaged in a momentary exchange with a community 
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member (non-employee) who was unknown to her. Olivia was in line with her paraprofessional 
at Starbucks and a fellow customer waiting next to her said “hello.” Olivia’s paraprofessional 
prompted Olivia to respond back by telling her to “wave hello”.  Olivia lifted her hand, waving 
towards the woman.   
 All eight students engaged in a momentary exchange with an employee, typically when 
completing a transaction at a register or ordering an item. Only two students (Alyssa, Marcus) 
interacted with an employee away from a register or typical transaction.  Both of these 
momentary exchanges occurred when the two were shopping at the grocery store and 
encountered known employees, who they recognized from previous CBI trips.  On limited 
occasions, a momentary exchange occurred with a non-employee who was known to them.  
Alyssa was greeted by a family member at the grocery store and Alyssa responded by saying 
“hello” to her.  
 Students also engaged in momentary exchanges by asking a question.  They were often 
prompted to ask a question to either a peer (Alyssa, Austin, Christopher, Marcus, Tyler) or 
school staff member (Austin, Cassidy, Marcus, Tristan, Tyler).  The peer or school staff member 
then answered the question which encompassed the momentary exchange. Questions were 
generally related to the interests and preferences of peers or school staff members.  For example, 
with prompting by his paraprofessional, Christopher used his AAC device to ask a peer her 
favorite food to eat.  None of the students asked a community member (employee or non-
employee) a question.   
 All students also answered a question posed by someone else, either with or without 
prompting. Students (all cases) answered a question asked by a school staff member on at least 
one occasion, with fewer answering questions from peers (Austin, Christopher, Marcus, Olivia, 
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Tyler). Similar to when students asked questions, students interacted with others to respond to 
questions about their interests and preferences. One example from an observation for Olivia 
occurred when a peer asked her if she liked a certain beverage she was drinking. Olivia 
responded by clapping, which is her method of communicating agreement. At times, school staff 
intervened during a momentary exchange when someone asked a student (Cassidy, Tyler) a 
question.  On one occasion, Cassidy was asked by a customer if she wanted something as a treat 
to eat while in line at the grocery store. Her paraprofessional answered “no” for her.  During an 
observation of Tyler at a community college event, a faculty member asked Tyler if he wanted a 
piece of candy while the group was waiting for a presentation to start. The paraprofessional 
answered “yes” for him and then directed him to take the piece of candy.   
 Sustained communication.  Half of the students (Austin, Christopher, Marcus, Tyler) 
interacted with others during sustained communications. Sustained social exchanges were 
comprised of more than one turn by the student which built upon, or expanded on, the topic 
being discussed.   The majority of sustained communications took place with a peer and were 
facilitated by a school staff member. Austin, Christopher, and Marcus had sustained 
communications where they took multiple turns communicating with peers in a restaurant 
setting. The three students interacted with their peers by asking and responding to questions 
about things they liked or did not like. All three initiated and responded to questions from their 
peers with guidance from a school staff member. These interactions were mainly focused on 
single questions and answers that occurred in reciprocal manner. For example, Christopher was 
asked “What is your favorite food?” by a peer.  After Christopher responded using his AAC 
device, he asked the peer the same question.  This question and answer exchange lasted several 
turns; however, it did not expand on the topic being discussed.  
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 There were two instances where a student (Austin, Tyler) had sustained communication 
with an employee that involved asking and answering questions. The communicative exchanges 
focused on learning more about the other person and were not facilitated by a school staff 
member. These instances differed for each of the students because Austin responded to questions 
whereas Tyler was the one asking questions. During a sustained exchange between Austin and an 
employee, Austin was asked “which grade are you in?”  Austin responded and the community 
member (employee) continued asking questions (e.g., do you like school, what is your favorite 
subject) to which Austin gave short responses. In contrast, Tyler asked questions during a 
sustained exchange with a community college student who was leading a tour of campus. Tyler 
walked next to her and pointed out different items, asking her “what do you think about that?” 
and “do you like the picture?” She answered each of Tyler’s questions but did not reciprocate by 
asking him any questions.     
 Marcus was the only student to have a sustained communication with a peer where he 
initiated and expanded on the topic being discussed. Sitting at a small bakery, Marcus asked the 
peer questions about his favorite movie. Once the peer selected the film he preferred, Marcus 
asked follow-up questions about the film.  This was facilitated by the special education teacher 
using a picture prompt. Similarly, during another observation at the library, Marcus engaged in a 
sustained communication with the same peer.  Marcus’s teacher facilitated the conversation by 
guiding the pair to question each other about which books they liked to read and why.   
 Gaining attention.  A few students (Cassidy, Olivia, Tristan, Tyler) attempted to initiate 
interactions by gaining attention from others through either verbal or physical means. Gaining 
attention meant that the student attempted to interact with another person when that person was 
not looking towards them or in close proximity. The purpose of initiating the interaction (i.e., the 
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function or desired response) was not always clear but generally oriented towards another person 
in order to get them to respond. Most of the students’ initiations to gain attention resulted in the 
student being ignored or someone reprimanding the student. Therefore, most of the bids for 
attention were quickly extinguished and did not result in any further attempt at interaction.   
 Cassidy, Tristan, and Tyler used scripting (e.g., TV talk, movie talk) in order to interact 
with school staff on multiple occasions. Tristan and Tyler generally repeated one or more similar 
phrases from a favorite TV show or movie, which was directed towards the staff member. 
Tristan also sang phrases from songs on TV shows to his paraprofessional. Cassidy tended to 
repeat the same phrases about the calendar or vacation days for upcoming holidays.  
Paraprofessionals for all three students ignored nearly all attempts to engage in an interaction or 
redirected the student to do something different. Infrequently, the three students were 
reprimanded to stop saying the phrases because they were not supposed to use scripting to 
communicate.    
 Olivia used physical gestures when seeking attention from school staff and peers. These 
gestures occurred outside of other interactions (e.g., making a choice) and often took place when 
she was sitting on her own, away from others, and waiting for her turn to complete a task (e.g., 
waiting to bowl, waiting to volunteer).  On multiple occasions, she reached her hand towards 
school staff members who were within eye sight but not in close enough proximity to physically 
touch.   These attempts to gain attention tended to be overlooked by staff or ignored.  
Additionally, several times during one observation, Olivia reached out towards a peer; however, 
the peer did not respond back and the paraprofessional did not prompt the peer to respond. 
However, the paraprofessional for Olivia did share that her peers generally do respond and what 
she believed to be the reason for her gaining attention:  
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If she is near a friend, and she wants their attention, she'll clap and laugh. If she really 
wants their attention, and they're not getting it, she's going to scream as loud as she can 
until they do. Even though she can't talk she, she makes sure all of her friends know she 
loves them. 
 How Contextual Factors Influenced Student Interactions 
 Findings regarding how activity, setting, and supports influenced student interactions 
during CBI indicated that these contextual factors served to either promote or inhibit interactions.  
Contextual factors also influenced the degree to which students had the opportunity or 
motivation to interact, the frequency and quality of interactions, and the person with whom the 
student interacted. Contextual factors primarily influenced how students interacted with 
community members (employee and non-employees) and peers. To a lesser extent, factors 
influenced interactions with school staff.  Findings are organized first by the contextual factor 
and then by the salient element of the factor that influenced how students interacted with others.     
 Activity.  The activity students were participating in during each CBI trip provided 
varying degrees of opportunity to interact based on the type or purpose of the activity or skill. 
Some activities necessitated interactions (e.g., ordering from a cashier) while others (e.g., 
watching a movie) did not. Thus, activity influenced how and with whom the student interacted. 
Additionally, when the activity was preferred or meaningful to the student, they were more likely 
to be motivated to interact with others.    
 Type of activity.  The type and purpose of the activity influenced the degree to which 
students needed to interact.  All eight students engaged in different activities across the three 
observations even when they might be learning or generalizing the same or similar skills.  
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Therefore, students had differing opportunities to interact with others. As Christopher’s teacher 
explained:  
It also kind of depends [on the activity].  So, like when you're checking out with the 
cashier you have to talk to them to get your money, and to make your transaction, but if 
you're at a sit down restaurant, and you have to…there's a lot more socialization.   
This comment illustrates how the type of activity influenced both how and with whom a student 
interacts.  When students were involved in activities where the focus was on shopping (e.g., 
reading labels, paying for items) in the grocery store or retail store (e.g., Walmart, Dollar Tree), 
they were more likely to engage in instructional interactions with school staff members and have 
momentary social exchanges with community members (employees) but less likely to have 
interactions with their peers.  When the activity was eating in a restaurant, students had 
interactions which were similar to when they were shopping; however, students also had more 
opportunities to engage in social exchanges with their peers. During observations of Austin, 
Christopher, and Marcus eating at a restaurant, all three students engaged in sustained social 
exchanges with the peers with whom they were sitting. This type of activity afforded increased 
opportunities to have sustained interactions because students were with one another and had less 
structured time periods (i.e., down time) when they were waiting for food to arrive. Marcus’s 
special education teacher shared how these less structured time periods provided increased 
opportunities to engage in interactions that had more depth: 
I’m thinking of today, we went in the community with two other students and it was a 
really good time. We went to McDonald’s, we sat down, they ordered, but then we had 
time to socialize. Which is what everyone else was doing at McDonald’s, right? You’re 
sitting down, and people are talking (pause) and we took turns asking different people 
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different questions; it was really nice, because then some of the spontaneous questions 
started happening.   
 Recreation and leisure activities also provided similar opportunities for students to 
interact with others because they were less structured. The majority of students (Alyssa, Austin, 
Cassidy, Olivia, Tristan, Tyler) who participated in recreation and leisure activities that were 
more active (e.g., bowling, miniature golf) had at least one momentary social exchange (i.e., a 
social exchange with one turn) with a peer. Students, however, were observed participating in 
fewer interactions with school staff or with employees. Based on observations, it appeared that 
school staff enjoyed participating in the activity themselves and were not necessarily providing 
instruction. Since the activity was designed only for the CBI group members, students rarely 
needed to interact with community members (employees or non-employees). 
 Some less structured activities (e.g., movies, hockey game) seemed to inhibit 
opportunities for students to interact with others, particularly when the purpose of the activity 
was to be an observer as opposed to an active participant.  Although many of these activities 
required a momentary interaction with an employee at the beginning of the activity (e.g., 
purchasing a movie ticket), the activity did not require any subsequent interactions in order for 
the student to continue participating in the activity. For example, two students (Tristan, Tyler) 
went to the movies (separate observations) and only interacted with their paraprofessional and an 
employee when ordering and paying for food and drinks. The rest of the 2-hour time period was 
spent watching a movie in the dark, seated next to their paraprofessional.  Olivia went to a 
hockey game and had multiple momentary interactions with school staff but they did not 
participate in any instructional interactions with Olivia. Additionally, during the 3-hour time 
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period in the sporting venue, Olivia only interacted once with a peer and a known non-employee 
community member.     
Student preference. Students (all cases) were more motivated to interact with others 
when they were participating in activities that were preferred or meaningful. For most students, 
preferred activities were those that involved recreation and leisure.  In these instances, students 
(all cases) learned skills that emphasized socialization with others rather than specific task 
related skills. Students were perceived by teachers to be more motivated to interact in preferred 
activities because “they just really like doing it” (Cassidy) and “being with their friends” 
(Olivia).  On the other hand, disliking the activity also influenced students’ motivation to interact 
with others. Some students (Alyssa, Cassidy, Christopher, Olivia) initiated an interaction with 
school staff members in order to communicate that they did not want to continue participating in 
the activity. 
The meaningfulness of an activity or skill also affected student motivation to interact 
with others (Christopher, Marcus, Tyler). For example, Christopher and Tyler both interacted 
with an employee when ordering food items they could eat immediately.  Marcus engaged in a 
sustained interaction when he interacted with a librarian to check out a movie he and a peer 
wanted to watch (Marcus). In contrast, students’ (Alyssa, Christopher) motivation to interact was 
also influenced when the activity or skill was not meaningful. Both Alyssa and Christopher 
participated in activities where they were sitting and listening but what was being shared was not 
relevant to them. Christopher interacted with his paraprofessional to ask for water while Alyssa 
chose to sit, listen, and not interact with anyone. Her paraprofessional recalled that she did not 
interact with others (including herself) during a presentation at a community college: “Like I 
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said, she's very outgoing. I really don't know if she was too excited about [activity].  She didn't 
say a whole lot, there wasn't a lot of communication…she didn't communicate a lot that day.”    
 Setting.  Certain characteristics of the settings where students participated in CBI made it 
more likely that students would have an opportunity to interact. Opportunities to interact were 
often contingent on the presence of a community member (employee and non-employee) who 
would initiate an interaction with the student. Generally, students were more likely to interact 
with others outside of the CBI group when they were recognized by other people present or if 
there were people in the setting who were patient and understanding. 
 Known community members. Students had increased interactions when they were in 
settings where other people present in the setting knew and recognized the student. Most often, 
students were recognized by employees who worked in the setting where they were receiving 
CBI.  Therefore, when students went to the same location on a frequent basis, it increased the 
likelihood that they would encounter an employee who would recognize the student.  Cassidy, 
Christopher, Marcus and Tristan were all observed interacting with an employee who knew the 
student because it was a place they had been to before.  School staff for these four students 
confirmed during interviews that the student “was recognized from a previous CBI trip” 
(Christopher) in the same setting. During these interactions, students most often responded to an 
interaction an employee initiated. For example, Cassidy and Tristan were recognized by 
employees in a setting where they volunteer weekly which translated into a momentary social 
exchange.  Cassidy’s paraprofessional compared it to when they went out in places they did not 
frequent as much: “At the [volunteer] store they talk to her. Not so much at Walmart or grocery 




 The employee’s knowledge of the student seemed to influence the degree to which they 
made a more personal greeting communicating that they recognized them. During one 
observation at a bank, the bank teller observed Christopher trying to walk away from the line.  
The teller said loudly to the paraprofessional, “he doesn’t like it here,” but then turned to 
Christopher, saying “hello” to get his attention. The paraprofessional was then able to prompt 
Christopher to stay and use his AAC device to respond.  Marcus’s teacher explained how 
previous and repeated exposure influences his interactions with employees: 
So, we always go to [grocery store] every Monday. I think he’s recognized when we go 
there, the grocery store workers will be like, “Hey dude! How’s it goin’?” or “Happy 
Monday!” or something like that. They do [initiate], definitely at [grocery store] because 
we always go there. They definitely acknowledge his presence. Like, “Hey! How are ya? 
Welcome back.” that kind of thing.  
 Students who lived in rural or smaller communities also had an increased chance of 
interacting with known community members (e.g., peers, co-workers, family members) who 
were accessing the same setting. More than half of the students (Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Olivia, 
Tristan, Tyler) lived in smaller communities and were observed interacting with at least one 
known community member who was not an employee. Olivia’s paraprofessional explained that 
“being in a smaller community meant that she is more likely to experience positive interactions”.  
Both Austin and Tyler engaged in a social exchange with a peer who was not part of the CBI 
group. The settings where CBI took place were novel to each of the students; however, they both 
knew a peer who previously attended the same high school.  Austin’s teacher explained how 
being in a small community impacts his ability to socialize: “A few of those people [previous 
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classmates], people that he knows will come up to him and you know, say ‘hi’ and, ask him what 
he's doing.”   
 During interviews, school staff also shared how family involvement within the 
community influenced student’s interactions with known individuals in the community (Marcus, 
Olivia, Tristan, Tyler). To them, involving students in community activities outside of school 
hours (e.g., church, clubs) meant there was an increased likelihood that known individuals would 
be present. Tristan’s teacher shared that “he's really involved in the community and especially 
some disability related things in the community, he knows a ton of people, so, um. You know, 
sometimes its college students he knows or adults.” During one of the observations, Tristan was 
seen saying “hello” to a friend from an after-school group he attends.  Similarly, school support 
staff for Marcus, Olivia, Tristan, and Tyler believed that “keeping them really involved in the 
community” (Marcus) helps them to be more comfortable interacting with others during CBI.   
 Although all teachers believed that knowing people in the setting provided an opportunity 
for students to engage in interactions, Cassidy and Tristan’s teacher cautioned about exclusively 
teaching in settings where the students are known. During the interview, when asked about what 
she does to help students interact she responded: “I like the idea of taking them to places where 
people don't know them as well.  Where they're almost forced to have that interaction.” 
Explaining further about how overfamiliarity might influence Cassidy’s own ability to learn how 
to initiate an interaction with the employees: “Any place we go all the time, sometimes the 
movie theatre…the people know what she wants and [say] ‘you want a popcorn, don’t ya?’ 
 Welcoming setting.  To a lesser extent, the welcoming nature of the setting played a role 
in influencing how students interacted with others.  School staff described a setting as being 
welcoming to students when it was conducive to the student’s needs. This was observed in terms 
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of the overall stimuli present in the environment, the patience of employees, and the accessibility 
of the setting.   
 Christopher and Tristan’s paraprofessionals talked about the “chaotic” nature of the 
setting and how that might influence the student’s ability to interact with others.  Calmer 
environments, where there is not a lot of noise or too many people, were more conducive to the 
student’s comfort in interacting with others.  Across three observations, Tristan was never 
observed having difficulty in a setting nor did the settings appear to influence his ability to 
interact with peers, school staff, or community members. However, when Tristan’s 
paraprofessional was asked how the CBI trips differed from others, he mentioned that Tristan did 
not have any issues because “nothing unexpected happened.” On the other hand, Christopher was 
observed on two different occasions avoiding interacting with employees when he tried to leave 
the setting because it was over stimulating (e.g., loud, too many people) for him.  Christopher’s 
paraprofessional confirmed his difficulty when she recalled an occasion at the bank during 
observation number two: 
I think the bank is just so... I think when we all go in there and they’re all wanting their 
money and they’re all…it’s just kind of a chaotic environment for him.  When you walk 
into the bank there’s nothing there [for him to do]. And there’s a lot of people just 
standing around. 
 Students were observed interacting in settings where community member (employees) 
appeared to be more comfortable interacting with individuals who have disabilities. School staff 
members shared that some employees worked in settings where they had to be patient, which in 
turn influenced student interactions.  Both Alyssa and Marcus had positive interactions at the 
library when checking out books.  Marcus’s teacher hypothesized that librarians are used to 
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interacting with “all sorts of different people” as part of their job.  Austin also participated in a 
volunteer setting which had a welcoming employee who was unknown to Austin.  During this 
observation, the employee began asking Austin questions about what he liked to do at school. 
Austin responded and the two engaged in a sustained social exchange, with the employee asking 
a few questions and Austin responding. The employee shared that he had previously worked in a 
setting where adults with disabilities were present and thus was comfortable in interacting with 
individuals who may require more extensive supports.   
 Only one student encountered an accessibility issue which in turn impacted her ability to 
interact with an employee. During one observation in a Dollar Tree store, Olivia was observed in 
a check out line where her instructional goal was to pay for items at the register.  During this 
particular instance, Olivia was using a stroller for mobility and was directed to a lane that did not 
have a lowered, accessible counter. Olivia was therefore unable to interact with the employee in 
order to complete her transaction or engage in a social exchange.  
 Supports.  All students required some level of support while in the community. When 
supports were accessible to students, they were more likely to interact with peers and community 
members (employees and non-employees).  In contrast, when supports were not accessible to 
students, they were more likely to engage in momentary exchanges or require a school staff 
member to intervene.   The main factors related to supports that influenced how students 
interacted with others were (a) assignment of a paraprofessional, (b) instructional strategies, (c) 
availability of AAC, and (d) school staff beliefs.   
 Assignment of a paraprofessional.  Most students (Alyssa, Cassidy, Christopher, Olivia, 
Tristan, Tyler) had a one-on-one paraprofessional assigned to support them across all three 
observations. These students often relied on their paraprofessional to intervene when there was 
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an opportunity to interact with others in the community. For example, when interacting with an 
employee, paraprofessionals often prompted the student through each step of the interaction.  
The result was that the employee frequently directed communication towards the 
paraprofessional instead of the student. Christopher’s teacher shared “I've noticed that they often 
don't talk directly to Christopher, they often talk to [paraprofessional].” This created an 
unfulfilled opportunity for an interaction. Additionally, a few times, students (Cassidy, Olivia, 
Tristan, Tyler) did not even interact with the employee although the opportunity existed. Instead 
of prompting the student to initiate or respond to an employee, the paraprofessional interacted 
with the employee themselves.   
 Two of the students (Alyssa, Christopher) who had a one-on-one paraprofessional 
experienced more frequent interactions when the paraprofessional stepped away from the 
student.  During one observation, Christopher’s paraprofessional made sure to stand to the side 
and move away from a group of students so that a peer who was sitting next to Christopher could 
ask him questions instead of directing the questions towards the paraprofessional. Interestingly, 
Christopher needed an AAC device to communicate and a peer helped him to navigate the device 
instead of his paraprofessional.  Providing distance also allowed Alyssa to interact with an 
employee.  At the library, the paraprofessional was observed standing to the side so that Alyssa 
could interact directly with the librarian instead of relying on the paraprofessional. Alyssa 
rehearsed the steps with the paraprofessional immediately prior to interacting with the employee 
and the paraprofessional reminded her to speak slowly and loudly. In this instance, Alyssa did 
not need to use AAC because the librarian was able to understand her.   
 Special education teachers for some students (Alyssa, Cassidy, Olivia, Tristan, Tyler) 
with a one-on-one paraprofessional lamented that students relied too heavily on the 
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paraprofessional and the paraprofessional does not do anything to decrease that overreliance. 
Students “stay by their [paraprofessionals] side” (Olivia) and do not venture out where they 
might have an opportunity to interact with someone else. When asked why people might not 
interact with Cassidy, her special education teacher explained that people see Cassidy is “usually 
attached to an adult so that limits [opportunities for interactions]. ‘Why would I interact with 
her?’”  This was often compounded by paraprofessionals stepping in to do things for students, 
which meant students were less likely to need to interact with other individuals.  Tyler’s 
paraprofessional shared that she “doesn’t try to push him too much… because I don’t want them 
[employees] to yell at him so I may give him too much help.” Interestingly, on one occasion 
Tyler’s paraprofessional was not in close proximity because she was assisting another student. 
Instead of relying on the paraprofessional for help, Tyler instead asked an unknown non-
employee for help and was able to engage in an interaction.   
 Two students (Austin, Marcus) did not have a one-on-one paraprofessional assigned to 
them during CBI. Across observations, both Austin and Marcus had multiple opportunities to 
engage in interactions and frequently initiated interactions with school staff and peers.  However, 
differences arose in how the lack of assignment of a one-on-one paraprofessional influenced 
their interactions. Marcus was paired with his special education teacher throughout all 
observations; therefore, he engaged in instructional interactions with her frequently. Marcus also 
spent each CBI trip with the same peer and sat next to him or was paired with him frequently.  
This facilitated Marcus’s ability to engage in both momentary and sustained social exchanges 
with the peer. In comparison, Austin’s special education teacher encouraged him to seek help 
from a peer who was also participating in CBI: “That student is able to help him, which is great, 
and I think Austin does understand that, that if he does need help that's a great go-to person for 
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him.” Austin therefore had less frequent interactions with his teacher; however, his interactions 
with his peers tended to be momentary exchanges rather than sustained.   The difference in the 
degree to which the two special education teachers provided support may have to do with the fact 
that Marcus’s teacher only took three students out for each CBI trip, while Austin’s teacher took 
out an average of 19 each trip.      
 Instructional strategies.  Both paraprofessionals and special education teachers 
occasionally rehearsed an interaction with the student, which in turn facilitated a student’s 
interaction with others. School staff (Alyssa, Cassidy, Christopher, Marcus) were observed 
rehearsing the steps of a sequence of skills immediately prior to completing the action. Alyssa 
and Marcus rehearsed the steps involved in checking out library books. By rehearsing the steps 
beforehand, both students were able to interact directly with the librarian to check out their books 
instead of relying on school staff to prompt them through each step.  Two students (Cassidy, 
Christopher) were also observed rehearsing the use of their AAC device.  As Christopher’s 
teacher explained “we point to the correct vocabulary and we model first.” Because the students 
rehearsed using the AAC device, they were then able to use it to interact with others directly with 
minimal prompting. Christopher used his device to interact with an employee by making a 
choice about what he wanted to eat and drink.  Cassidy was the only one that rehearsed using her 
AAC device in order to communicate with an unknown peer. Cassidy then used her device to 
engage in a momentary social exchange at a community dance.   
 All students were prompted by school staff to engage in at least one momentary 
interaction; however, only two students were consistently prompted to engage in interactions 
with others across all three observations. Christopher and Marcus had frequent social interactions 
when prompted by school staff to both initiate and respond to their peers. Both students also had 
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sustained social interactions with peers when prompted to engage in reciprocal conversations.  
These social exchanges occurred most frequently during unstructured down-time when students 
were “hanging out” (Marcus).  Christopher’s paraprofessional explained: 
 So, I liked, especially when we went to [restaurant] for instance, you know, we were all 
sitting there, and they [other students] were having conversations with each other and 
then (with emphasis) even with Christopher, we started working him into the 
conversation…using his device that he uses. We point, you know, “Say hello, you know, 
it’s here on your device” and I’ll (tapping sound) show him where it is. 
In these instances, students were able to engage in more sustained interactions when school staff 
members’ focus was on prompting students to interact during each opportunity.   
 Availability of AAC.  Six of the students (Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Christopher, Marcus, 
Olivia) were reported to require AAC to aid them in interacting with others (see Table 3). 
Although all six students were supposed to have AAC available to them, the degree to which 
AAC was present influenced how students interacted with others.  When students had an AAC 
device available to them they were more likely to interact directly with peers and community 
members (employees and non-employees) instead of needing school staff to translate or 
communicate on their behalf. One student (Christopher) had AAC available to him consistently 
across all three observations. Christopher’s paraprofessional believed in the importance of the 
device as “his voice” and prompted Christopher to use it to interact with just about everyone he 
encountered. Christopher was observed using AAC to initiate interactions with staff to make 
requests and choices, and respond to questions during both momentary and sustained exchanges 
with peers and employees.  Two of the students (Austin, Cassidy) had access to AAC during 
only one of their three observations. Access to their AAC devices at these times meant that they 
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were able to interact directly with community members (Austin) and engage in a momentary 
social exchange with an unknown peer (Cassidy).  Austin used AAC to order food in a fast food 
restaurant while Cassidy was observed greeting a peer.    
 Lack of access to AAC influenced the degree to which Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, and 
Olivia were able to interact with others. Unavailability of AAC meant that students had difficulty 
interacting with others because they were not able to be heard or understood. This limited their 
potential communication partners to adult school staff who could understand them rather than 
community members (employees and non-employees) and peers who could not.  School staff 
believed that a student’s ability to be understood impacted if a student would interact with others 
but it did not necessarily translate into staff ensuring students had the AAC device available to 
them.  
 Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Cassidy all had instances when school staff either did not bring 
AAC to the setting or placed the device in an inaccessible location. On one occasion Austin 
brought his iPad but it was unavailable because he left it on the bus.  Austin attempted to initiate 
interactions with two of his peers by using short phrases and gestures. These interactions never 
moved beyond momentary exchanges because the peers had difficulty understanding Austin. The 
peers instead interacted with one another, excluding Austin from the conversation. An excerpt 
from Austin’s first observation:  
Peer 1 is talking to Peer 2 and Austin sits and listens. Austin orients his body towards the 
two of them, alternately, depending on which one of them was speaking. Peer 1 says 
something funny and Peer 2 laughs.  Austin moves nearer to Peer 1, laughing, and nods 
his head and says Hi.  Neither Peer 1 or 2 say anything to him.   
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Alyssa and Olivia never had access to AAC during their three observations. In the absence of her 
AAC, Olivia expressed herself almost exclusively through non-verbal means and attempted to 
initiate interactions by gesturing towards school staff members and peers. Most of these 
overtures went unfulfilled because, as Olivia’s teacher shared, people “can’t understand her or 
don’t know” what she is trying to communicate most of the time. In contrast, Alyssa was 
generally able to communicate verbally but had difficulty with intelligibility.  The solution that 
staff had for her to communicate was the use of a pad of paper and pencil to write down what she 
was trying to say; however, she was never observed with a pad of paper.  Therefore, although she 
was often observed interacting with others, the quality of her interactions was limited because 
her paraprofessional had to “translate” what she was saying so that peers and community 
members could understand her.  
 School staff beliefs.    All 11 staff members shared that they believed CBI was important 
because students needed to learn how to interact with others; however, staff diverged in their 
beliefs about when and with whom students should interact. Ultimately, staff beliefs appeared to 
influence the degree to which they provided the necessary support for the student to interact with 
someone else.  All school staff shared that they believed it was appropriate to interact with 
school staff, peers, and community members (employees).  Student interactions with school staff, 
peers who were part of the CBI group, and community members (employees) seemed to be 
related to the other factors previously identified in the findings (e.g., availability of supports, 
activity, setting). School staff, however, differed in their belief about the appropriateness of 
interacting with community members (non-employees).   
 Beliefs about the appropriateness of students interacting with community members (non-
employees) influenced the degree to which school staff afforded the student opportunities for 
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interactions. School staff beliefs about the appropriateness of interacting with others was often 
intertwined with concerns regarding what unknown community members (non-employees) might 
think about the student. A few staff (Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Olivia, Tristan, Tyler) expressed 
concern that the student should be seen as “fitting in” (Alyssa) or “normal” (Tristan, Tyler) 
which in turn influenced their decision whether or not provide support to interact.  In a few 
instances, school staff (Cassidy, Tristan, Tyler) were observed deliberately intervening when a 
non-employee community member initiated an interaction with a student. Staff physically 
stepped in-between the student and the unknown non-employee.  Tristan’s paraprofessional 
explained that because “you’re rarely going to get an appropriate response” he needed to 
intervene in situations where he believed Tristan might interact inappropriately with non-
employees Therefore, because staff was concerned with what others might think, students may 
not be allowed an opportunity to interact or have those opportunities extinguished by school staff 
intervening.   
 School staff beliefs about appropriateness were especially evident when talking about 
visibility versus invisibility of the student’s disability.  Both Tyler and Tristan have autism and 
staff believed that unknown community members would not be able to “tell what’s wrong with 
[him] by looking at him” (Tristan).  This might mean that “there’s just not that sympathy factor 
of being able to see that he has a disability” (Tyler) and make it more likely that the student has a 
negative interaction. In contrast, all of the school staff members who had students with visible 
disabilities (Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Christopher, Marcus, Olivia) explained that, since 
community members were able to tell the student they were interacting with had a disability, 
they expected there would be a more positive interaction.  Marcus’s special education teacher 
shared “He physically looks like he has a disability. I personally feel like that sets him up for 
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people to just generally be a little more patient or a little bit more compassionate versus some of 
my other students.” 
 Staff belief’s regarding the need to protect their students from potential harm in the 
community was another underlying reason why school staff might not provide appropriate 
support needed for the student to interact with unknown non-employee community members. 
Special education teachers (Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Christopher, Marcus, Tyler) believed the 
student lacked the ability to safely interact with unknown community members (non-employees).  
School staff feared their student might be taken advantage of “because he doesn’t understand 
there’s strangers in the world and if someone in the community said, ‘come here with me’ he 
would go. So we try to not have him talk to random people” (Austin). Previous negative 
experiences with unknown non-employees also influenced staff members’ desire to protect their 
students (Tyler, Marcus). Marcus’s special education teacher shared that she would “probably 
tell my student ‘don’t interact with those people’ [because] my student almost got physically 
assaulted because he chose the wrong person to interact with.” The sentiments expressed by 
these special education teachers demonstrated that they intentionally inhibited opportunities for 
students to interact with non-employees because they wished to protect their student from 
perceived potential harm.     
  Interestingly, the beliefs of two paraprofessionals about the need to protect their student 
from harm ran contrary to those of the special education teacher (same special education teacher 
for both students).  The special education teacher for Alyssa and Tyler shared that she was 
concerned with students learning to interact with community members because of “stranger 
danger”.  In contrast, paraprofessionals for Alyssa and Tyler explained they wanted to teach their 
student to interact with community members because the student was afraid to interact with 
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others. As mentioned, the two students had previous instruction on “stranger danger” (Alyssa) 
but the paraprofessionals believed students needed to understand that it was okay to interact with 
other people. This shift in protecting to allowing interactions created some challenges for Tyler’s 
paraprofessional who shared the following: “I’m very protective of him, just like he was my own 
child you know. I hate to say so, I try to be, but I know when we’re out in public that his anxiety 
is a little high.” Ultimately, both paraprofessionals shared that it was important to move away 
from protectionism because the students needed these skills (i.e., asking for help, making 





 The purpose of this exploratory study was to understand how high school students with 
severe disabilities interact with others while participating in community-based instruction (CBI) 
and how contextual factors (i.e., activity, setting, supports) influence those interactions.  This 
chapter begins with an examination of how (a) availability of supports, (b) purpose of activity, 
and (c) being recognized in the setting influenced opportunities for interactions and how students 
interacted with others. The original conceptual framework developed from the literature is then 
revisited and reflected on within the context of the overall findings. Finally, limitations of the 
study and implications for practice and future research are shared.   
Availability of Supports  
 The main factor influencing how students interacted with others was the availability of 
appropriate supports during CBI.  When students had supports available to them throughout the 
entire activity, they generally engaged in more frequent and sustained interactions with school 
staff, peers, and community members (employee and non-employee).  In contrast, when supports 
were limited, or only available when teaching the target skills, students experienced fewer 
interactions and these interactions were more momentary in nature. The availability of 
appropriate supports influences the frequency and quality of interactions in both school and 
community settings (Carter, Hughes, et al., 2005; Carter et al., 2008; Clement & Bigby, 2009; 
Feldman et al., 2016; Wiesel et al., 2013).  In the current study, student interactions were most 
heavily influenced by two types of supports: (a) the one-on-one paraprofessional assigned to the 
student and (b) access to AAC.   
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 For the majority of students, the one-on-one paraprofessional both facilitated and 
hindered interactions.  Staff who work with individuals with disabilities play an important role in 
making judgments regarding interactions (Bigby & Weisel, 2015; Todd, 2000).  Para-
professionals had to make decisions between being physically present in order to provide needed 
instruction to facilitate interactions or step back in order to allow students to interact more 
independently. It is important that individuals receive instructional support because they are 
more likely to have higher frequency and quality of interactions (Carter et al., 2008; Feldman et 
al., 2016; Wiesel et al., 2013). While all paraprofessional provided some degree of instructional 
support, they primarily made the decision to support students to interact with community 
members (employees) in order to accomplish the goals for the CBI trip (e.g., paying for an item, 
ordering food).  In limited instances, students were given support to interact with other 
individuals, including peers and community members (non-employees), outside of their goals. 
These interactions generally involved momentary social exchanges although some interactions 
were sustained because of the instructional support provided.   
 Many paraprofessionals did not recognize the degree to which their presence might 
inhibit student’s opportunities to interact.  Opportunities to interact with peers are inhibited when 
paraprofessionals remain by a student’s side (Carter et al., 2008; Giangreco, 2010).  At times, 
community members (employees) interacted with the paraprofessional instead of the student. 
When students were communicating their wants and needs, they often relied on the 
paraprofessional for support.  Overreliance on paraprofessionals can hinder interactions with 
others and promote dependency on adults (Ballard & Dymond, 2016).  None of the students were 
directed by a paraprofessional to interact with community members (employees or non-
employees) when they needed help.  Interestingly, Tyler was the only student who 
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communicated his wants and needs to a community member (non-employee), which only 
occurred when his one-on-one paraprofessional was not in close proximity.     
 A few paraprofessionals made the decision to counter issues related to proximity by 
stepping aside to allow students to be with their peers. Being close to peers without the presence 
of the paraprofessional provided increased opportunities for momentary social interactions. 
Proximity to peers in general education classrooms has increased interactions between students 
and peers to some extent (Carter, Hughes et al., 2005; Chung et al., 2012). Students who were 
sitting next to one another or paired with a peer to provide/receive instructional support 
experienced increased interactions.  However, the majority of these interactions were 
momentary.  Just being present with others does not automatically translate into more frequent or 
higher quality interactions (Bigby & Weisel, 2015; Clement & Bigby, 2009; Thorn et al., 2009). 
At some point, the majority of students required the presence of a paraprofessional to support 
them to interact with others outside of the CBI group and to engage in sustained interactions with 
peers.     
 Another significant issue was how the availability of AAC influenced interactions. Six of 
the students required some form of AAC to engage in interactions with school staff, peers, and 
community members (employees and non-employees). When students had access to AAC, they 
did not always have support to use the device.  While the availability of AAC is important, 
students also need to receive instruction in order to use the device to interact with others (Berg et 
al., 1995; Kearns, Kleinert, & Erickson, 2008/2009; Taber et al., 2003). Only one staff member 
(Christopher) consistently provided access to, and instruction on, using AAC across the three 
observations.  This resulted in Christopher being able to communicate with others using his 
device instead of relying on his paraprofessional to intervene.  Additionally, he was the only one 
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who used his device without prompting to communicate his wants and needs. Having instruction 
on the device likely made it so he was comfortable navigating the screens and could use it more 
independently than others who had infrequent access.   
 Apart from Christopher, students infrequently had access to AAC across all three of their 
observations. When individuals lack access to appropriate AAC, and the support to use them, 
they experience challenges engaging in interactions (see McNaughton & Bryen, 2007).  A few 
students initiated an interaction with others by gestural means; however, many of these 
communication attempts went unanswered.  Additionally, lack of AAC meant that students often 
relied on school staff to intervene in their interactions with peers and community members 
(employees and non-employees).  Staff often act as an interpreter when individuals lack access to 
a functional communication system (Bigby & Wiesel, 2015).  School staff either repeated what 
students said so the other person could understand or they chose to answer for the student.  This 
resulted in an overreliance on staff and decreased the likelihood that students were able to 
interact with others. 
Purpose of the Activity 
 Significant differences arose in how the purpose of the activity influenced student’s 
interactions with one another. Students often participated in activities where students were 
learning one or two target skills (e.g., selecting an item, paying for an item) and then the 
remainder of the activity was unstructured or passive (e.g., watching a game, going to the 
movies). When students were working on the target skill, they were more likely to have an 
interaction with school staff and community members (employees).  However, the type of 
interactions differed during the portions of the CBI trip which were unstructured or passive. 
When adults in the community participate in social or recreation and leisure activities they 
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experience more frequent interactions than when working on skill based activities (King et al., 
2014; King et al., 2016; Saxby et al., 1986). Students did have more momentary social exchanges 
with their peers during the less structured and passive portion of the activities; however, this did 
not necessarily translate into frequent or quality interactions with peers or interactions with 
community members (non-employee). School staff talked about the importance of socialization 
or being together, which is why they believed students should participate in recreation and 
leisure activities. Staff seemed more focused on students hanging out with one another rather 
than interacting with each other.  Just being physically present without interacting is no longer 
how the field interprets inclusive experiences (Wiesel & Bigby, 2015).  Many of the activities 
were designed for little or infrequent interactions (e.g., watching a movie, watching a hockey 
game).   The result was that students often went out for long periods of time to participate in 
passive activities which only afforded handful of momentary interactions while the remainder of 
the time was sent passively observing.   
  Even when the activities were more active in nature, they were structured so that 
students only had to interact with each other in order to participate (i.e., within group). This 
meant that, even though students were in inclusive community settings, they rarely had to 
interact with anyone outside of their group. There is a stigmatization that can occur when 
individuals are observed only taking part in activities with each other and distance themselves 
from the rest of the community (Ouellette-Kuntz, Burge, Brown, & Arsenault, 2009; Spassiani & 
Friedman, 2014). It was rare that a community member (non-employee) or peer from outside the 
CBI group interacted with a student. Individuals with and without disabilities should have 
opportunities to work together on common activities and goals in order to promote positive 
interactions (Carter et al., 2008; Craig & Bigby, 2015; Wiesel & Bigby, 2016).  Certain activities 
 
106  
were more conducive to allowing students and community members to participate in the same 
goals. Volunteer activities allowed students to work alongside community members (volunteers). 
It was in these instances, during volunteer activities, when students most frequently had 
interactions with community members separate from completing a target skill  (e.g., ordering, 
paying).  Interactions were most often initiated by the community member (volunteer) towards 
the student and were a momentary social exchange. Unfortunately, there were few other 
instances when students participated in activities alongside individuals outside the CBI group.  
Being Recognized in the Setting 
 Being recognized in the setting influenced the degree to which some students interacted 
with others.  Students were most often recognized by a community member (employee) when the 
student participated in CBI in the same location repeatedly. Individuals have more frequent and 
positive interactions when they visit community settings regularly and are recognized by the 
people present (Clement & Bigby, 2009; Johnson et al., 2010; Wilton et al., 2018).  Students who 
were recognized in the community had increased instances of an interaction being directed 
towards them separate from completing a task (i.e., ordering, paying). Community members who 
recognized students greeted the student by name or with a more personal interaction to indicate 
they remembered the student. Weisel and Bigby (2014) call this active recognition, when 
individuals in the community do not merely acknowledge the presence of an individual but 
actively welcome them in to the space. Students often demonstrated familiarity with the 
community member (employee) by giving a response without a prompt as opposed to needing a 
prompt to interact with an unknown community member (employee). Additionally, there was 
one instance where a student was overstimulated and attempted to leave the setting but a known 
community member (employee) interacted with him to get him to stay.   
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 In contrast, being recognized by community members (employee) may also have the 
potential to negatively influence interactions. School staff felt that employees who recognize the 
student might not want to interact with the student because of previous challenging encounters.  
Community members (employees) might be overly helpful and anticipate student needs instead 
of allowing the student to interact (Wiesel & Bigby, 2015) or may choose to ignore or 
deliberately avoid interacting with the student because of overfamiliarity on the part of the 
individual with a disability (Wiesel & Bigby, 2014).  The exact opposite was observed in this 
study. Community members (employees) who recognized students seemed pleased to see them, 
allowed wait time for initiating and responding, and interacted with the student directly instead 
of school staff.  Nonetheless, school staff believed these were issues that students might 
experience in the community.  
 Students were more likely to be recognized when they participated in CBI in the 
community where they lived. In these instances, students engaged in interactions with 
individuals (peers, non-employees) who recognized them, not because the student visited the 
same setting, but because the student was known to them from another setting. Chances of being 
recognized increase when student go out into their immediate community.  Therefore, it is 
important that students with severe disabilities participate in CBI in the community where they 
are likely to spend their time outside of school (Brown et al., 2016; Dymond, 2012). Nearly all of 
the students in this study were seniors or post-seniors. They are approaching the age where they 
are transitioning out of school and into the community. Forming social networks where 
individuals are recognized allows them to feel welcome and connected to their community 
(Clement & Bigby, 2009). Adults are also more comfortable participating in their communities 
when they recognize people in the setting (Wilton et al., 2018).   Students were more likely to 
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initiate a momentary social interaction when they recognized the individual (i.e., family, friends, 
co-workers). This is in contrast to when students infrequently initiated interactions outside of the 
CBI group, even when it was an employee who they recognized from previous CBI trips. Thus, 
being recognized afforded some students an opportunity to interact who may have limited 
opportunities to interact because of lack of appropriate supports or the activity they are 
participating.      
Putting it All Together: The Conceptual Framework Revisited 
Our judgments about students’ intellectual capacities affect every decision we make 
about their educational programs, their communication systems and supports, the social 
activities we support them to participate in, and the futures we imagine. (Cheryl 
Jorgensen) 
 The original conceptual framework for this study described the essential elements of CBI 
and incorporated the theory of Social Role Valorization (SRV) and Intergroup Contact Theory 
(ICT) in order to hypothesize how contextual factors in the community influence student 
interactions (See Figure 1). The overarching finding from the study indicates that school staff 
members’ beliefs about what students should be doing in the community interferes with their 
delivery of CBI and the supports they provide, which in turn impacts the degree to which 
students have an opportunity to interact with others.  
 The majority of students (Alyssa, Austin, Cassidy, Olivia, Tristan, Tyler) had school staff 
members who were concerned with students being perceived as normal.  Staff were less likely to 
use supports or contemplate how supports promote interactions. Essentially, staff were stuck on 
one of the two elements of SRV, the promotion of positive imagery (Wolfensberger, 1988). 
Being normal meant that students should interact in the same manner as individuals without 
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disabilities.  This was reflected in a lack of materials (i.e., access to AAC devices) or 
instructional support, two of the four critical elements of CBI identified in the original 
conceptual framework.  Without these elements consistently being delivered, many students 
were not able to engage in frequent and/or quality interactions.   
 School staff tended to focus more on goals and location (the other two critical elements 
of CBI) by selecting a variety of settings and activities in which students participated.  It is 
interesting to reflect on the original conceptual framework, because positive imagery in SRV is 
most closely related to location and goals for CBI. Students were able to access and participate in 
the same activities (albeit separately) as other individuals in the setting.  However, findings from 
this study indicate that setting and activities had a more limited role in in promoting or 
actualizing more frequent and sustained interactions with individuals outside of the CBI group as 
did providing students with appropriate supports (i.e., instruction, materials).     
 The two remaining elements of ICT (authority support, intergroup cooperation), 
unrealized for most students, were most closely related to the supports element of SRV. Based 
on observations and interviews, it was unclear the degree to which staff were knowledgeable or 
trained on instructional delivery. Without appropriate materials or instruction, it was difficult for 
many students to participate in interactions. Lack of supports therefore directly impacted the 
degree to which students had either the opportunity or ability to interact.  All students engaged in 
each of the three main interactions identified in the study; however, the frequency and quality 
differed for teachers who focused less on student deficits and more on their own role as an 
instructor supporting students.   
 The remaining students (Christopher, Marcus) had school staff who did not dwell on the 
need for their student to be perceived as normal and did not identify the student’s disability or 
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talk about deficits as a limitation for interacting.  Rather, school staff took responsibility for their 
own role in whether or not the student engaged in interactions. These two students received 
consistent instructional support throughout all observations. Additionally, Christopher had access 
to AAC at all times.  When reflecting on the original conceptual framework, it was evident that 
school staff for Christopher and Marcus incorporated all elements of CBI, SRV, and ICT.   The 
result was, for these two students, it was more common to see them interacting outside the CBI 
group and engage in sustained interactions with peers.  
Limitations 
 There are several limitations that need to be acknowledged.  First, most students were 
either seniors or post-seniors.  Student interaction may differ because of previous experiences 
with CBI or because staff may prioritize different skills based on age.  Second, the sample size 
was limited.  Observing a greater number of students and/or increasing the number of 
observations might allow for a greater depth of comparison regarding interactions. Additionally, 
all students were only observed in the first semester of the school year.  Students may have 
different opportunities to interact in the second semester because they may be working on 
different skills and/or have access to different supports.  Third, the researcher attempted to 
remain unobtrusive but was located within close proximity to the participants during 
observations. Proximity may have influenced the participant’s actions during the observations.  
Relatedly, because of being unobtrusive, some aspects of the interactions may have been missed. 
Lastly, students, peers, and community members were not interviewed. Including their 
perspectives may have provided a different interpretation of the data.  Based on the limitations of 
the study, it is therefore important that the reader evaluate the findings, relatedness to their own 
situation, and determine if the findings are transferable to their own situation.  
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 Implications for Practice 
 Findings from the present study highlight the importance of ensuring that teachers plan 
CBI as recommended in the literature. First and foremost is to remember that CBI is for 
instructional purposes (Dymond, 2012; McDonnell, 2017).  Students who participated in 
activities that were active as opposed to passive had increased opportunities to interact with 
others. In order to maximize instructional time, teachers might consider identifying activities 
which require active participation across the entire CBI trip.  Limiting the number of students 
receiving CBI at the same time might also enable teachers to provide more instruction that 
facilitates interactions. Teacher preparation programs and school administration may also choose 
to provide teachers with current research on recommended practices planning for CBI, and how 
to teach skills in a naturally occurring manner, including interacting to accomplish their goals. 
 The role of paraprofessionals cannot be underscored enough. Paraprofessionals had to 
make decisions about instruction, supports, and interactions, at times without the presence of a 
teacher. Teachers may consider observing paraprofessionals delivering instruction on 
interactions in order to provide feedback or have paraprofessional observe them teaching 
students to interact in the community. Schools administration can also help develop 
paraprofessional’s skills by providing professional development opportunities in order to learn 
how to effectively support students to interact with others during CBI.   
 Another implication for practice relates to the importance of making AAC available to 
students during instruction in the community.  Students had infrequent access to their AAC 
devices.  Teachers might consider developing IEP goals for students to use AAC to interact in 
the community and collaborate with service providers (e.g., speech and language pathologist, 
AAC specialist) to program the device for CBI trips. Teachers might also contemplate inviting 
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the speech language pathologist on CBI trips in order to provide instruction to the student and 
one-on-one paraprofessional (if applicable) on using the AAC device to interact. Understanding 
how to navigate the device will ensure that the paraprofessional is able to provide instruction so 
the student can learn to use the device and then generalize to different settings.   
 Repeat visits to the same location increased the likelihood that students would be 
recognized and interact with people from outside their CBI group. When one of the goals of CBI 
is to help students learn to interact with others in the community, teachers might consider 
identifying locations where students can visit repeatedly and encounter known individuals.  
Training peers in inclusive settings has been effective in increasing the frequency and quality of 
interactions (see Carter, 2017). Teachers choosing to have students participate in locations they 
visit weekly (i.e., volunteering) might collaborate with community members (employees) to 
develop natural supports in order to facilitate interactions with individuals from outside the 
group.  
Implications for Future Research 
 There are several implications for research based on findings from the study. It was 
unclear from observations whether community members were a contextual factor that influenced 
interactions.  Future research should explore the role of community members in greater depth, 
including how being a known or unknown community member influences interactions. 
Researchers might also investigate community members’ own experiences interacting with 
individuals with severe disabilities.  An additional aspect of community member perspectives 
might include input from employees at locations where CBI takes place. Employees might 
participate in focus groups about what they need to know in order to interact more directly with 
individuals who require supports in the community.    
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 One of the primary barriers to interacting with others was a lack of access to appropriate 
AAC devices.  Access to AAC is vital to increasing autonomy and self-determination, thereby 
allowing students to make choices about the persons with whom they interact and the topics 
about which they communicate.  Researchers should consider investigating the reasons why 
students do not have access to AAC in the community. This line of research should examine both 
school staff (i.e., teacher, paraprofessional, service providers) and student perspectives in order 
to provide a better understanding of the factors that facilitate or inhibit AAC use in the 
community.  
 Paraprofessionals played an important role in supporting students to interact. One 
possible line of research might investigate the collaboration between teachers and 
paraprofessionals in preparing for CBI, and the influence of this collaboration on the frequency 
and nature of interactions that occur during CBI.  Future research might also investigate the 
impact of professional development or training focused on delivering high quality CBI and 
evaluate the effect on interactions. By learning how to deliver high quality CBI, 
paraprofessionals will be better equipped to maximize any instructional and interaction 
opportunities which might arise during the CBI trip.   
Conclusion  
 Learning skills that are critical to participating in the community is important.  Early 
studies on CBI investigated whether students were able to learn skills when provided with direct, 
systematic instruction of discrete skills. Current thinking about what it means to participate in the 
community means not only using community skills in isolation but also interacting with others 
when using those skills. As we continue moving towards a supports paradigm, understanding 
what factors promote student interactions with others in the community setting is critical. 
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Findings from this study indicate the availability of supports, being recognized in the setting, and 
purpose of the activity influence student interactions. These factors are intertwined with school 
staff’s beliefs about disability and participation in the community.  By identifying the contextual 
factors which promote human functioning individuals can be given appropriate individualized 
supports (Shogren, Luckasson, & Shalock, 2014). Therefore, this study aids us in better 









Figure 1: Conceptual framework demonstrating how using Social Role Valorization and Intergroup Contact Theory during 







How the Researcher Addressed Characteristics of Qualitative Research in the Study 
 
Characteristic  Definition of Characteristic How the Researcher Addressed the Characteristic 
Natural Setting Collecting data in the field Observed students in the community during naturally occurring 
instruction (CBI) 
Researcher as Key Instrument Researcher personally collects data  All observations were conducted by the researcher 
Researcher interviewed all participants in person 
Multiple Sources of Data Doesn’t rely on one source of data Multiple interviews with teachers & paraprofessionals 
Questionnaire data 
Observations in the field 
Inductive and Deductive Data 
Analysis 
Development of themes (inductive)  
 
No a priori codes 
Use of thematic analysis to develop codes and themes 
Determine if evidence supports themes 
(deductive) 
Reviewing themes to test for application 
Individual case reports and cross-case analysis to support theme 
development 
Participant’s Meanings Focus on learning the meaning that the 
participants hold about the phenomena 
Pre- and post-observation interviews  
Wrap-up interview  
Member checking  
Collaborative coding 
Peer debriefing with doctoral student 
Debriefing with Dissertation Committee Chair 
Emergent Design Flexible design to allow responsiveness to  
what is being uncovered 
Open ended research questions 
Semi-structured interviews with probes 
All interviews ask for participant to provide more details 
Reflexivity Researcher reflects on their role in the study 
and how it might shape interpretations 
Disclosure of positioning and personal biography 
Narrative compilations (memos/reflections) 
Peer debriefing with doctoral student 
Peer debriefing with Dissertation Committee Chair 
Holistic Account Complex picture of issue under study Field notes detailing scene and interactions 
Multiple participants 













Withdrew After Invitation  
Participanta  
(Teacher) 
1 Yes Yes One paraprofessional withdrew 
One student removed because CBI instruction delivered in Spanish 
Lena 
2 No: CBI <1/week No  No 
3 Yes Yes No Patricia 
4 No: Doesn’t have SWSD No  No 
5 Yes Yes Paraprofessional for both students refused/teacher opted out No 
6 Yes Yes No Kelly 
7 Yes Yes No Christina 
8 CBI <1/week No  No 
9 Yes Yes One student removed from study because absent >1 month Nicole 











 Supports Needed  
Case Student Gender Race/Ethnicity Age Grade Disabilitya Materials 1:1 Para  




         
2 Tyler Male White 20 12+ ASD N/A Yes 
         
3 Marcus Male African-American & 
White 
14 9 ID  AAC (iPad) 
Visual supports 
No 
         
4 Tristan Male White 19 12+ ASD N/A Yes 
         
5 Cassidy Female White 21 12+ ID AAC (Dynavox) 
Visual supports 
Yes 
         
6 Christopher Male White 19 12+ ID AAC (NOVAChat) 
Visual supports 
Yes 
         
7 Olivia Female White 18 12 MD AAAC (PECS) 
Visual supports 
Yes 
         
8 Austin Male White 18 12+ ID AAC (iPad) 
Visual supports 
No 
Note: AAC=Alternative and Augmentative Communication, ASD=Autism Spectrum Disorder, ID=Intellectual Disability, 
MD=Multiple Disabilities, PECS=Picture Exchange Communication System 
aPrimary disability category for which the student participant receives special education services under Individuals with Disabilities 

































Grade Number  SWSD CBI 
Seaside HS Alyssa Jessica Para Female 45-54 White 12 1  13 8 
Tyler Sharon Para Female 55-64 White 12+ 1  22 9 
 Patriciab Teacher Female 45-54 White 9-12, 12+ 4  14+ 6+ 
           
Silver Creek HS Marcus 
 
Lena Teacher Female 25-34 White 9-12, 12+ 13  6 6 
         
Somerset HS Tristan Frederick Para Male 35-44 White 12+ 1  <1 <1 
Cassidy Amber Para Female 25-34 White 12+ 1  5 3 
 Kellyb Teacher Female 45-54 White 12+ 3  26 26 
           
Springfield HS Christopher Riley Para Female 35-44 White 12+ 1  8 8 
Nicoleb Teacher Female ≤24 White 10 & 12 7  1 1 
          
Southport HS Olivia Hannah Para Female 25-34 White 12 1  7 4 
Austin Christinac Teacher Female ≤24 White 9-12, 12+ 7  2 2 
Note: SWSD=Students with Severe Disabilities, CBI=Community-Based Instruction, Para=One-on-one paraprofessional. 12+ grade 
level denotes students who completed 12th grade and continue to receive special education services in their public high school instead 
of in a separate transition program.   
aA pseudonym has been used to preserve anonymity.   
bThe special education teacher oversaw the two paraprofessionals and students for Seaside, Somerset, and Springfield HS 
cThe special education teacher was responsible for one student participant (Austin) and oversaw the second student and 






Demographics of School and Community Location 
 
     
Community 
Locationc 























Seaside HS Alyssa 298 Windsor Urban Cluster  50,000 12.7  92.8 4.1 .1 2.3 .7 
 Tyler             
              
Silver Creek HS Marcus 1,404 Stratford Urbanized Area  44,638 26.9  61.0 6.4 17.5 12.4 2.7 
              
Somerset HS Tristan 1,304 Victoria Rural  100,000 1.5  83.4 1.0 2.1 7.5 6.0 
 Cassidy             
              
Springfield HS Christopher 546 Stratford Urban Cluster  69,712 13.7  91.2 3.7 3.1 1.0 1.0 
              
Southport HS Olivia 445 Victoria Rural  53,295 13.2  96.1 1.0 0 0 2.9 
 Austin             
Note. HS = High School, SES= socioeconomic status, W = White, H = Hispanic/Latinx, B = Black/African-American, A = Asian, O = 
other (e.g., Native American, two or more races) 
aA pseudonym has been used to preserve anonymity. 
b #of students enrolled in the public high school as of 2018.  Data obtained from the Illinois State Board of Education 
c Location identifier is based on U. S. Census Bureau designation where Rural is classified as a population of less than 2,500, Urban 
Cluster is at least 2,500 and less than 50,000, and Urbanized Area is >50,000.   
dSES and Race/Ethnicity statistics are retrieved from the 2013-2017 American Community Survey conducted by the U.S. Census 
Bureau.  Information is reported for the city/town in which the public high-school is located.   





Data Collection Timeline by Site and Case 
School Sitea Cases Data Source Date Completed 
Seaside HS Alyssa & Tyler Initial Site Visit & Questionnaire September 6, 2018 
  Three Observations  
  Alyssa October 15, 2018 
  Tyler October 11, 2018 
  Wrap-up interview, member checking October 31, 2018 
   
Silver Creek HS Marcus Initial Site Visit & Questionnaire September 20, 2018 
  Three Observations  
  Marcus December 6, 2018 
  Wrap-up interview, member checking December 20, 2018 
    
Somerset HS Tristan & Cassidy Initial Site Visit & Questionnaire September 26, 2018 
  Three Observations  
  Tristan November 29, 2018 
  Cassidy November 15, 2018 
  Wrap-up interview, member checking December 18, 2018 
    
Springfield HS Christopher Initial Site Visit & Questionnaire October 31, 2018 
  Three Observations  
  Christopher November 16, 2018 
  Wrap-up interview, member checking December 3, 2018  
    
Southport HS Olivia & Austin Initial Site Visit & Questionnaire October 2, 2018 
  Three Observations  
  Olivia December 19, 2018 
  Austin December 11, 2018 
  Wrap-up interview, member checking January 10, 2019 






Scope of Data Collected for Analysis 
 
Data Amount 
Initial Site Meeting Interview 24 pages 
Questionnaires 22 pages 
Pre- and Post- Observation Interviews 48 pages 
Field Notes 127 pages 
Contact Summary Sheets 37 pages 
Wrap-up Interview Transcripts 197 pages 
Reflections 11 pages 
Case Summaries 16 pages 






















Description of Community-Based Instruction Observations 
 
Studenta 











Length (hrs) Namea Role 
Alyssa 
 
Jessica Para Y 4 3 Public Library Checking out books 1.25 
  Y 5 4 Grocery Store Shopping 1.25 
  Y 5 4 Pumpkin Patch Being with a group 4.00 
         
Tyler 
 
Sharon Para Y 5 4 Miniature Golf Range Being with a group 3.00 
  Y 5 4 Movie Theater Being with a group 2.25 
  Y 3 4 Culvers & College Ordering & paying  3.25 
         
Marcus 
 
Lena Teacher N/A 2 3 Grocery Store & Dollar Tree Shopping 1.50 
 N/A 3 3 Small Bakery Paying & socializing 1.50 
N/A 2 3 Public Library Checking out books 1.75 
       
Tristan Frederick Para Y 6 5 Movie Theater Being with a group 3.00 
  N 4 3 Walmart Shopping 1.00 
  N 5 4 Charity Shop Volunteering 1.75 
         
Cassidy Amber Para Y 4 5 Grocery Store Shopping 1.00 
  Y 10 9 Community Hall Being with a group 3.00 
  N 4 3 Charity Shop Volunteering 1.50 
         
Christopher Riley Para Y 5 5 Pizza Parlor Ordering & Paying 1.50 
  Y/N 6/5 6 Bank & Walmart Banking & Shopping 2.00 
  Y 6 10 Charity Shop Volunteering 2.00 
         
Olivia Hannah Para Y 7 18 Grocery Store Shopping & Volunteering 3.25 
  Y 8 14 Sports Arena Being with a group 4.50 
  Y 10 18 Bowling Alley Being with a group 3.50 
         
Austin Christina Teacher N/A 10 21 Charity Shop & Taco Bell Volunteering, ordering, & paying 3.00 
 N/A 6 14 Neighborhood Diner Ordering & paying 2.00 
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Teacher Recruitment Email 
Subject Heading: Severe Disabilities Research Study Invitation 
 
Dear Special Educator,  
 
My name is Shari Hopkins and I am a doctoral student at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. I am conducting a study along with Dr. Stacy Dymond, a professor in the 
Department of Special Education. We are inviting you to take part in our study investigating how 
high-school students with severe disabilities are participating in community-based instruction 
(CBI). CBI plays an important role in teaching students skills they will need post-graduation 
(e.g., daily living skills, community skills, vocational skills).  Your participation in this study 
will help us to understand the breadth of ways in which students are participating in CBI. 
 
In order to be eligible to participate in this study you must have at least one student with a severe 
disability who you anticipate will participate in CBI at least once a week this fall.  The focus of 
the study will be on observing students during two to three CBI trips.  You will be asked to meet 
with the researcher prior to the observations to discuss the study and the CBI your students 
receive.  In addition, we will ask you some brief questions before and after each CBI observation 
and conduct a final interview with you after all observations have been completed. Teachers who 
participate will receive a $30 gift card for participating in the study.  
 
If you are interested in participating, please reply to this e-mail.  We will contact you to set 
up a time to talk by telephone to determine if you meet the criteria to participate in the study. 
 
If you have any questions regarding your potential participation, please do not hesitate to contact 





Shari Hopkins, M. A.  Stacy Dymond, Ph.D.    
Doctoral Student  Professor      





Email Requesting Screening Interview 
 
Subject Heading: Request to Schedule Screening Interview 
 
Dear (insert name), 
 
Thank you for your interest in participating in our research study regarding the participation of 
high school students with severe disabilities in community-based instruction. I’d like to schedule 
a time to talk with you by telephone to determine if you meet the eligibility criteria to participate 
in the study. The call will be entirely confidential and should only last between 5-10 minutes. 
You will also have the opportunity to ask any additional questions about the study that you might 
have. 
 
Please respond to this email and provide me with the following information: (a) your name, (b) 
the name of the school where you work, (c) a telephone number where I may reach you, and (d) 
three dates and times when you are available to talk during the next week.  I will email you to 
confirm a date and time based on the information you provide.  
 




University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 







Email Confirming Screening Interview 
 
Subject Heading: Re: Request to Schedule Screening Interview 
 
Dear (insert name), 
 
Thank you so much for your response and your interest in participating! 
 
I am confirming that I will call you on (date) at (time).  I will call you at the number you 
provided in your response. If you have any questions prior to the screening interview, please give 
me a call at the number below.   
 







University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 








Hi, this is Shari Hopkins from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Thank you so 
much for taking the time to talk with me about the study. As a reminder, the study is focusing on 
how students with severe disabilities are participating in community-based instruction.   
 
First, I have a few questions to ask in order to confirm that you are eligible to participate in the 
study. Please know that your responses are confidential and will not be shared with anyone 
outside of our research team. If at any point you decide that you don’t want to continue with the 
screening, please let me know and we can stop. This screening interview should only last 5-10 
minutes. Do you have any questions before we begin?  
 
1.! What type of teaching license do you currently hold? 
2.! What grade levels do you teach? 
 
For purposes of this study we are defining students with severe disabilities as students who have 
a primary disability of (a) moderate to severe intellectual disability, (b) multiple disabilities, or 
(c) autism spectrum disorder and take the DLM or have taken it in the past but are no longer 
required to do so.     
 
3.! Do you currently teach students with severe disabilities? 
4.! How many students with severe disabilities do you currently teach? 
 
For purposes of this study we are defining community-based instruction as the teaching of 
everyday tasks to students within community contexts at least once per week.   
 
5.! How many years have you used CBI to teach students with severe disabilities? 
6.! Using this definition, how many students with severe disabilities do you have who 
participate in CBI? (If none, end screening interview) 
7.! Of your students with severe disabilities who participate in CBI, how many 
participate a minimum of once per week?  (If less than once a week, end screening 
interview). 
 
I want you to think about the (number provided in question 6) students with severe disabilities 
who participate in CBI at least once a week. I’m going to ask you some questions about the 
students.  When you are providing information, please just use a number to identify the student 
and not their name. For example, use Student 1 or Student 2 
 
8.! What is the eligibility category that qualifies the student (1,2,3) for special education 
services? 
9.! Do the students have a legal guardian who resides in the state of Illinois? 





11.! Thinking about the students we just discussed, who are the two students you think 
have the most significant support needs (e.g., behavior, communication, mobility)? 
12.! Who is responsible for teaching the student during CBI?  If it is a paraprofessional, 
probe: Is there more than one paraprofessional who provides instruction to the 
student during CBI? 
 
 If teacher does not meet inclusion criteria for participation:  
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me today. Unfortunately, you do not 
qualify to participate in the study. We are looking for (whichever criteria the interviewee did not 
meet: teacher of students with severe disabilities, a student that participates in CBI at least one 
hour per week, etc.).  
 
Thank you so much for your interest and time. Do you have any questions before we end our 
conversation?  Thank you again! 
 
If teacher meets inclusion criteria for the study:  
 
Based on the answers you provided, it appears you are eligible to participate in our research 
study! Because the study is addressing student’s participation in CBI, the paraprofessional you 
identified (if they did in response to question 9) and the parent(s) of the students must also agree 
to participate. First, I’d like to see if the paraprofessional(s) is/are potentially interested in 
participating.  It would be helpful if you could talk with the paraprofessional(s) about the study 
to see if they are interested in participating. Are you comfortable doing this? 
 
If no, stop recruitment. Thank the teacher for their interest in the study.   
 
If yes: If the paraprofessional(s) is/are interested in participating, it would be helpful if you 
would also speak with the principal and let him/her know about the study and that you are 
interested in participating. Please send me an email to let me know that the paraprofessional is 
interested in participating and the principal is receptive to your participation.  I will then contact 
the principal to receive approval for conducting the study. If the school administration gives 
permission, I will then ask you for help with contacting parents and obtaining their consent.  Is 
this okay? 
 
If no, stop recruitment. Thank the teacher for their interest in the study.   
 
If yes: Thank you again for your offer to help obtain permission to participate from the 
paraprofessional(s) (if applicable), school administrator, and parents. Do you have any questions 




Email to School Principal 
 
Subject Heading: Requesting Permission for On Site Research  
 
Dear Principal,  
 
My name is Shari Hopkins and I am a doctoral student at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign (UIUC) in the Department of Special Education. I am working under the guidance of 
Dr. Stacy Dymond, a professor in the department. I have spoken with (name of teacher) about 
participating in a research study we are conducting and am writing to ask your approval to 
conduct the study at your school site.   
 
The research study is investigating how high-school students with severe disabilities are 
participating in community-based instruction (CBI).  Potential participants will be one special 
education teacher, (one or two) paraprofessionals (if applicable), and (one or two) students. No 
identifying information on the participants or the school will be reported. The UIUC Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) has approved the research project. I have also completed the proper 
criminal background check and training in ethical research.  
 
This project will involve observing students in the community during CBI on two to three 
different days. I will be present on school grounds for a short time prior to and following CBI.  I 
will also interview the special education teacher and paraprofessional(s) (if applicable). All 
interviews, except for a brief 5-minute pre- and post-observation interview with the person 
delivering instruction, will take place outside of school time. No data will be collected without 
consent from participants. No identifying information will be reported.   
 
Please respond to this email indicating if you approve this study and/or if you would like me to 
contact the superintendent to obtain his/her permission. If this study is approved, I will contact 
the teacher and provide everyone with a consent form so they can decide if they would like to 
participate. Please note that parents will be asked to provide consent for their child’s 
participation in the study. Additionally, students will be asked prior to each observation if they 
assent to being observed. I have attached detailed information for your review, including 
documentation of UIUC IRB approval. If you have any questions, I can be reached at the below 
email or phone number.     
 






University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 





Email to School District Superintendent 
 
Subject Heading: Requesting Permission for On Site Research  
 
Dear Principal,  
 
My name is Shari Hopkins and I am a doctoral student at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign (UIUC) in the Department of Special Education. I am working under the guidance of 
Dr. Stacy Dymond, a professor in the department. I have been in contact with (name of principal) 
at (name of school) about allowing us to conduct research at the school. (Name of principal) has 
expressed support of the study and asked that I request your permission to proceed with the 
study.  
 
The research study is investigating how high-school students with severe disabilities are 
participating in community-based instruction (CBI).  Potential participants will be one special 
education teacher, (one or two) paraprofessional(s) (if applicable), and (one or two) students. No 
identifying information on the participants or the school will be reported. The UIUC Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) has approved the research project. I have also completed the proper 
criminal background check and training in ethical research.  
 
This project will involve observing students in the community during CBI on two to three 
different days. I will be present on school grounds for a short time prior to and following CBI.  I 
will also interview the special education teacher and paraprofessional(s) (if applicable). All 
interviews, except for a brief 5-minute pre- and post-observation interview with the person 
delivering instruction, will take place outside of school time. No data will be collected without 
consent from participants. No identifying information will be reported.   
 
Please respond to this email indicating if you approve this study. If this study is approved, I will 
contact the teacher and provide everyone with a consent form so they can decide if they would 
like to participate. Please note that parents will be asked to provide consent for their child’s 
participation in the study. Additionally, students will be asked prior to each observation if they 
assent to being observed. I have attached detailed information for your review, including 
documentation of UIUC IRB approval. If you have any questions, I can be reached at the below 
email or phone number.     
 






University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 





UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS AT URBANA-CHAMPAIGN 
COLLEGE OF EDUCATION RESEARCH PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
 
Title of Study:  
Interactions in Public Spaces During Community-Based Instruction 
 
Description of Study:  
This research study is being undertaken to understand how high school students with severe 
disabilities are participating in community-based instruction (CBI). CBI is a recommended 
method for teaching students with severe disabilities the skills they will need post-graduation 
(e.g., ordering food, purchasing items, transportation).  While research has addressed the 
effectiveness of CBI to teach these skills, little is known about how students with severe 
disabilities are actually participating in CBI. Findings from the study will provide insight into 
factors that might promote or prevent active, meaningful participation in the community during 
CBI.   
 
The research study we are conducting to investigate the above issues will be through qualitative 
methods. One teacher, 1-2 students, and 1-2 paraprofessionals will participate in the study. Data 
will be collected using a demographic questionnaire (teacher, paraprofessional), interviews 
(teacher, paraprofessional), and observations during CBI (student). Confidentiality of 
participants will be maintained throughout the course of the study and when sharing findings.  
No identifying information will be reported.  The special education teacher and 
paraprofessional(s) (if they provide instruction) have agreed to participate in the study if school 
administration agrees to allow it.  
 
Length of School Involvement in Project:  
Data collection will occur during a two-week time-period scheduled between August 2018 and 
December 2018.  Dates will be established based on the convenience of the school participants. 
 
Research involvement of students:  
One to two students will be observed in the community during their regularly scheduled CBI. 
Each student will be observed on two to three separate days.  Teachers and paraprofessionals (if 
applicable) will be asked for information about the student(s) who are being observed. Only 
information relevant to the study will be asked. Parent/guardian will be contacted in order to 
obtain consent for the student to participate in the study.  The student will be asked prior to each 
observation if they assent to being observed. 
 
Research involvement of teachers:  
One special education teacher from the school will participate in the study.  The special 
education teacher will complete a short, demographic questionnaire during an initial site visit 
meeting with the researcher. During the visit, they will also be asked some questions about the 
student(s) who is/are participating in the study. This meeting should not take more than 45-
minutes of their time and will take place outside school hours. If the teacher is providing 
instruction to the student(s) during CBI, they will also answer a few questions before and after 
the observations.  These conversations are expected to last less than 5-minutes each. Finally, the 
!
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teacher will also be asked to participate in a 45-minute in-person wrap-up interview outside of 
school hours.   
 
Research involvement of paraprofessionals:  
If a paraprofessional is responsible for providing instruction to the student(s) during CBI, they 
will be asked to complete a short, demographic questionnaire during an initial site visit meeting 
with the researcher. During the visit, they will also be asked questions about the student(s) who 
is/are participating in the study. This meeting should not take more than 45-minutes of their time 
and will take place outside school hours. Paraprofessionals will also be asked to answer 
questions before and after the observations of the students (no more than 5-minutes each). They 
will also be asked to participate in a 45-minute in-person wrap-up interview outside of school 
hours.   
 
Use of audio- or video-recording: The wrap-up interview with the teacher and paraprofessional 
(if applicable) will be audio-recorded, with their permission. The audio file of the recording will 
be stored on a password protected computer and will not be shared with anyone outside of the 
research team. All other meetings, interviews, and observations will not be audio- or video-
recorded.   
 
Potential benefits to the school:  
The school staff who participate in the study (i.e., special education teacher, paraprofessional) 
may benefit from sharing their knowledge and experience in teaching and providing support to 
students with severe disabilities during CBI. Because there is minimal research addressing this 
population’s participation in CBI, school staff may benefit because they are making a 
contribution to the field of special education and increasing our understanding of the 















Email Re: Notice of Selection and Consent Form 
 
Subject Heading (for Teacher):  Research Study and Consent Form 
 
Dear (Name of Teacher), 
 
This e-mail confirms you have been selected to participate in our study investigating how 
students with severe disabilities participate during community-based instruction. I have received 
approval from the school principal (or superintendent).   
 
Attached to this email you will find a flyer and consent form for the parents of the (one or two) 
student(s) you identified in the screening interview. Please print out the flyer and two copies of 
the consent form, and send the documents home to the parents. If the parents contact you with 
questions, please let them know that I am available to discuss any issues they might have.  If a 
parent does not agree to allow their child to participate, please call me and we can discuss if you 
have another student who qualifies.   
 
I’ve also attached a consent form for you.  Please read this form carefully.  
 
Once you receive notice that the paraprofessional and parents agree to participate, please let me 
know via email.  I will then arrange a meeting with you and the paraprofessional. At that time, I 
will bring paper copies of the consent form for you to sign and I will give you a copy for your 
records. I will also pick up the signed parent consent forms at this time.     
 







University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
Department of Special Education 
1310 S. 6th Street 









Subject Heading (for Paraprofessional):  Research Study and Consent Form 
 
Dear (Name of Paraprofessional), 
 
This e-mail confirms you have been selected to participate in our study investigating how 
students with severe disabilities participate during community-based instruction. I have received 
approval from both the school principal and superintendent.   
 
Attached to this email you will find a consent form.  Please read this form carefully.  I will bring 
paper copies of the consent form with me to the meeting that I am scheduling with you and the 
teacher.  At the meeting, you will sign the form and I will give you a copy for your records.     
 







University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
Department of Special Education 
1310 S. 6th Street 
























Consent Form (Teacher and Paraprofessional) 
 
Dear (Name of Teacher/Paraprofessional), 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study investigating how high-school students with 
severe disabilities are participating in community-based instruction (CBI). This study is being 
conducted by Dr. Stacy Dymond, Professor, and Shari Hopkins, a doctoral student, from the 
Department of Special Education at the University of Illinois Urbana Champaign.   
 
Participation in this study will occur over approximately a two-week time-period. If you choose 
to participate, you will be asked to complete the following activities: 
 
•! Initially, you will meet with a researcher at your school to discuss the study, complete a 
brief questionnaire about yourself, and participate in a short interview regarding the 1-2 
students who will be observed during CBI (about 45 minutes).  
•! One to two students in your classroom will be observed during CBI. Each student will be 
observed on two to three separate days.  If you are the person providing instruction to the 
students during CBI, you will be asked to answer a few questions prior to and after each 
observation to assist the researcher with understanding how the student participates in 
CBI (about 5 minutes each). 
•! After all student observations are completed, you will participate in an in-person 
interview about your experiences with CBI. The interview will be audio-recorded with 
your permission (45 minutes). 
•! Following the interview, you will receive a written summary of the interview. You will 
be asked to check the summary for accuracy and respond with corrections, comments, 
and/or feedback (20 minutes).   
 
Your decision to participate or decline participation in this study is completely voluntary and you 
have the right to terminate your participation at any time without penalty. You may skip any 
questions you do not wish to answer. You will receive a $30 gift card for your participation in 
the study after completing the questionnaire, interview(s), observations, and review of the 
transcript summary.  
 
We anticipate no risk to participating other than what might be experienced in normal life.   
Your participation in this research will be completely confidential and data will be reported with 
pseudonyms. No data will be shared with the other participants or school administration unless 
there is a concern regarding student safety.   
 
Possible outlets of dissemination may be through conference presentations and/or scholarly 
publications, again, with no identifying information. Although your participation in this research 
may not benefit you personally, it will help us better understand how students with severe 
disabilities are being prepared to participate in the community post-school.   
 
If you have questions about this project, you may contact Dr. Dymond – sdymond@illinois.edu. 
!
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If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 217-333-2670 
or via email at irb@illinois.edu. 
 
To consent to participate in this research study, please fill out the consent form, sign, and email it 
to the attention of Shari Hopkins at slhopki2@illinois.edu. You may also mail the consent form 
to Shari at the following address: 
 
 
Ms. Shari Hopkins 
Department of Special Education 
288 Education Building, MC-708 
1310 S. Sixth Street 
Champaign, IL 61820 
 





Shari Hopkins, M.A.  Stacy Dymond, Ph.D.     
Doctoral Student  Professor      
slhopki2@illinois.edu  sdymond@illinois.edu   
 
Please complete the following: 
 
□ I have read and understood this consent form and agree to participate in this study.   
 
□ I have received a copy of the informed consent form for my records.   
 
□ No, I do not agree to participate in this study. 
 
Permission to audio-record 
□ I agree to have my interview audio recorded for transcription purposes. 
 













Consent Form (Parent) 
 
Dear Parent or Guardian, 
 
My name is Shari Hopkins and I am a doctoral student in the Department of Special Education at 
the University of Illinois Urbana Champaign. I am working on a research study with Dr. Stacy 
Dymond, a professor in the department. Your child’s special education teacher nominated your 
child to participate in a study. The purpose of the study is to understand how high-school 
students with severe disabilities are participating in community-based instruction (CBI).   
 
If you agree to have your child participate in the study, the following activities will occur: 
 
•! I will observe your child two to three times in the community during CBI.  Your child 
will receive instruction from school staff while I observe from a distance.  I will write 
notes in a journal about what I see and hear as I watch your child participate.  Only 
members of the research team will be able to view the journal.  The journal will not 
contain your child’s name. 
•! I will ask the special education teacher and any paraprofessional who provides instruction 
during my observations for information about your child’s participation in CBI.  I will 
record notes in the same way as for observations. 
 
Participation in the study is completely voluntary. Prior to each observation, I will ask your child 
if he/she is okay with me observing them during CBI.  If your child does not agree to me 
observing, I will not observe that day.  You have the right to decline having your child 
participate in the study and have the right to terminate their participation at any time without 
penalty. Participation (or non participation) will have no bearing on your relationship with the 
school or on your child’s status or grades there. None of the information gathered from the 
observations will be shared with the school or become part of your child’s school records.  All 
information will remain confidential.   
 
We anticipate no risk to participating in the study other than what might be experienced in 
normal life.  Your child’s participation in this research will be completely confidential and data 
will be reported with pseudonyms. No data will be shared with the other participants or school 
administration unless there is a concern regarding the safety of your child.   
 
Possible outlets of dissemination may be through conference presentations and/or scholarly 
publications, again, with no identifying information. Although your child’s participation in this 
research may not benefit them or you personally, it will help us better understand how students 
with severe disabilities are being prepared to participate in the community post-school.     
 
We will use all reasonable efforts to keep your child’s personal information confidential, but we 
cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality. When this research is discussed or published, no one 
will know that your child was in the study. But, when required by law or university policy, 
identifying information (including yours or your child’s signed consent form) may be seen or 
copied by:  
•! The Institutional Review Board that approves research studies;  
!
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•! The Office for Protection of Research Subjects and other university departments that 
oversee human subjects research; and 
•! University and state auditors responsible for oversight of research.   
 
If you have questions about this project, you may contact Dr. Dymond – sdymond@illinois.edu. 
If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or any concerns or 
complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board at 217-333-2670 
or via email at irb@illinois.edu. 
 
To consent to your child’s participation in this research study, please fill out the consent form, 






Shari Hopkins, M.A.  Stacy Dymond, Ph.D.     
Doctoral Student  Professor      
slhopki2@illinois.edu  sdymond@illinois.edu   
 
Please complete the following: 
 
□ I have read and understood this consent form and voluntarily agree to have my child 
participate in the study.   
 
□ I agree to allow my child to be observed in the community during CBI.    
 
□ I agree to allow the special education teacher and paraprofessionals to share information about 
my child that is only relevant to the study.    
 
□ I have received a copy of the informed consent form for my records.  
 
□ No, I do not agree to allow my child to participate in this study. 
 
 










Flyer to Parents or Guardians 
 
 






                               






The Department of Special Education at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign is 
inviting students with severe disabilities who participate in community-based instruction (CBI) 
to join our research study!   
 
 
Students who participate in the study will be observed during regularly scheduled CBI. 
Information will be collected on how the student is participating in the community in order to 
better understand how CBI supports students transition to adulthood.  
 
 









Email Notifying Potential Participants of Non-Selection 
 
Subject Heading: Follow-up on Participation in Research Study 
 
Dear (insert name), 
 
Thank you so much for your interest in participating in our research project focused on 
understanding how high-school students with severe disabilities participate in community-based 
instruction. Unfortunately, at this time you were not selected as a participant for this project 
because (insert reason here: the school administration did not approve our request OR not 
everyone was interested in participating).   
 









University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 


























Answers to the following questions are being used to understand more about you and your role 
working with high school students with severe disabilities. If you feel like you can’t answer a 
question, you may skip it.  All responses will be kept confidential. Please select the option that 
best fits or fill in the blank when available. 
 





2.! What is your age? 
a.! Under 24 years’ old 
b.! 25-34 years’ old 
c.! 35-44 years’ old 
d.! 45-54 years’ old 
e.! 55-64 years’ old 
f.! 65 years or older 
 
3.! What is your race and ethnicity? Mark all that apply.   
a.! Asian/Pacific Islander 
b.! Black or African American 
c.! Hispanic or Latinx 
d.! Native American  
e.! White  
f.! Other___________ 
 
4.! What is your role at the school? 
a.! Special Education Teacher 
b.! Paraprofessional 
 
5.! What is the grade level of the students you work with? Select all that apply.   
  a.   9th grade 
  b.  10th grade 
c.! 11th grade 
d.! 12th grade 
e.! Post-12th grade 
 
The next questions are specifically about students with severe disabilities. For purposes of this 
study, a student with a severe disability is defined as having a primary disability of (a) moderate 
to severe intellectual disability, (b) multiple disabilities, or (c) autism spectrum disorder and take 




6.! How many years have you worked with students who have severe disabilities? 
 
  ____________________________________ 
 
7.! How many students are you responsible for who have a severe disability? 
 
  ___________________________________ 
 
 
8.! How many years have you used community-based instruction? 
  
  ____________________________________ 
 
 











Initial Site Visit Interview Protocol 
 
Student participating (pseudonym): _____________ Teacher (pseudonym): ______________ 
1.! What is the gender of the student? 
 a.  Male 
 b.  Female 
 c.  Other 
 
2.! How old is the student? 
 _________________________ 
3.! What is the race/ethnicity of the student? Mark all that apply.   
 a.  Asian/Pacific Islander 
 b.  Black or African American 
 c.  Hispanic or Latinx 
 d.  Native American  
 e.  White  
 f.  Other___________ 
 
4.! What is the grade level of the student? 
 a.   9th grade 
 b.  10th grade 
 c.  11th grade 
 d.  12th grade 
 e.  +12th grade 
 
5.! What is the primary disability of the student? 
 _____________________________________ 
6.! Does the student have a secondary disability? If so, what is it? 
 _____________________________________ 







8.! How often does this student participate in community-based instruction? 
 a.  4 or more times a week 
 b.  3 times a week 
 c.  2 times a week 
 d.  Once per week 
 
9.! About how long does a typical community-based instruction trip last for this student? 
(from the time you leave school to the time you arrive back) 
 a.  <30 minutes 
 b.  30-60 minutes 
 c.  61-90 minutes 
 d.  >90 minutes 
 
10.!Where does the student typically participate in community-based instruction (please 














13.!Does the student need any supports to participate in community-based instruction? For 










15.!When I observe this student in the community, what suggestions do you have for me so 




16.!Is there anything else you think I should know about the student? 









Pre-observation Interview Protocol 
 
Student being observed (pseudonym): _____________ Teacher (pseudonym): ______________ 
Date and time of observation: _____________________________________________________ 
1.! Can you tell me a little bit about the planned CBI trip? 
•! Where are you going today? 
•! Is this a place you regularly go with students? 
•! How long do you plan to be out? 
•! How many students are going out? 
•! What are the goals that the students will be working on? 
•! How many adults are going with them? 
2.! Thinking about the student I will be observing today, what goals will the student be 
working on? 
 
3.! Are there any special materials or devices the student will be bringing to use in the 
community today? 
 
4.! Is there anything in particular that has happened today that may affect how this student 






Post-Observation Interview Protocol 
 
Student being observed (pseudonym): _____________ Teacher (pseudonym): ______________ 
Date and time of observation: _____________________________________________________ 
 
1.! How you think the CBI trip went? 
2.! Was this a typical CBI trip for this student? 
•! In what ways was it or wasn’t it? 
3.! Did you notice anything that effected how the student participated today? 






Wrap-Up Interview Protocol 
 
Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today to talk about your experiences teaching students 
with severe disabilities in community settings. I appreciate that you are taking time out of your 
busy schedule. If you need to take a break or stop the interview at any point, please let me know.    
With your permission, our conversation will be audio-recorded. While we are talking, I will take 
some handwritten notes.    
 
Please know that anything you say here will be held in the strictest confidence. No one outside of 
the research project will know who provided the responses. Also, your responses will not be 
shared with anyone at your school.  Before we get started, do you have any questions? I will turn 




1.! There are many reasons why teachers might choose to use CBI. I’d like to know why 
you do. Can you please share why you use CBI to teach your students? 
 Probe 
•! How do you think CBI prepares students to participate in their communities? 
 
One of the ways that students participate in CBI might be through interacting with other 
individuals while out in the community. I’m interested to hear what you think about how your 
students interact with others during CBI.  I’d like to ask you some questions about the student(s) 
I observed.   
 
2.! What are ways that your students interact with others while out in the community 
during CBI? 
 Probe 
•! How would you describe a positive interaction with community members? 




Thinking specifically about (name of student #1)  
 
Types of Interactions 
 
3.! In what ways have you seen (name of student #1) interact with others while out in the 
community? 
Probes 
•! .  .  .  with peers with/without disabilities? 
•! .  .  .  with school staff members? 
!
173  
•! .  .  .  with people in the community? 
  
4.! Have you seen any people in the community initiate interactions with student #1 
during CBI? 
•! If yes, tell me who the people were and what you remember about these 
interactions. Please describe the interactions you have observed.   
•! If no, what do you think causes people in the community to avoid initiating 




5.! What do you think influences the types of interactions student #1 has with others 
while out in the community during CBI? 
 Probes 
•! What helps student #1 to interact with others? 
•! What makes it difficult for student #1 to interact with others? 
 
6.! In what ways have you assisted student #1 to engage in interactions during CBI?  
 Probes 
•! What are some things you have done when a community member or peer initiates 
an interaction with student #1? 
•! What have you done when student #1 initiates an interaction with a community 
member or peer?  
 
7.! Can you describe a time when you observed student #1 have a really positive 
experience interacting with others during CBI? This might mean that the student had 
frequent interactions with others or interactions that were reciprocal.   
 Probes  
•! What do you think influenced (setting, activity, people) student #1 to have a more 
positive experience? 
•! Is that typical of previous CBI experiences? 
•! In what ways is it not typical of previous experiences? 
 
Student #2 (If applicable. If not, proceed to wrap-up questions) 
 
Now, let’s think about student #2.  I’m going to ask the same questions but I want you to only 
think about student #2.  
 
Types of Interactions 
 
8.! In what ways have you seen (name of student #2) interact with others while out in the 
community? 
 Probes 
•! .  .  .  with peers with/without disabilities? 
•! .  .  .  with school staff members? 




9.! Have you seen any people in the community initiate interactions with student #2 
during CBI? 
•! If yes, tell me who the people were and what you remember about these 
interactions. Please describe the interactions.    
•! If no, what do you think causes people in the community to avoid initiating 




10.! What do you think influences the types of interactions student #2 has with others 
while out in the community during CBI? 
 Probes 
•! What helps student #2 to interact with others? 
•! What makes it difficult for student #2 to interact with others? 
 
11.! In what ways have you assisted student #2 to engage in interactions during CBI?  
 Probes 
•! What are some things you have done when a community member or peer initiates 
an interaction with student #2? 
•! What have you done when student #2 initiates an interaction with a community 
member or peer?  
 
12.! Can you describe a time when you observed student #2 have a really positive 
experience interacting with others during CBI? This might mean that the student had 
frequent interactions with others or interactions that were reciprocal.   
 Probes  
•! What do you think influenced (setting, activity, people) student #2 to have a more 
positive experience? 
•! Is that typical of previous CBI experiences? 
•! In what ways is it not typical of previous experiences? 
 
Wrap-up 
Now, I’d like for you to think about CBI in general.  
 
13.! Is there anything else you would like to share about how your students participate in 
CBI?  
 
End of Interview 
 
These are all the questions I have for you today. The information you have given is helpful in 
understanding more about how students with severe disabilities are being prepared to participate 




Within the next few days, I will send you a summary of the transcript for your review. After you 
let me know if the transcript is acceptable, or if you have any changes or additions to make, I 
will issue you your gift card.   
  
Do you have any questions about the process? If not, I’d like to thank you again for speaking 











Running Field Notes 
Record detailed description depicting the scene 
focused on the role of the student in the 
interactions (initiation, response, topic), types 
of interactions, and influencing factors present 
(activity, environment, supports) 
Reflections 
Record the researcher’s personal questions, 






































Contact Summary Form 
 
Date:  Researcher:  
Approx Time:  Participant: 
Instructor: 
 
Location:   
    
Description: Provide a brief description of the people involved and the events that transpired 















Was I aware of any thoughts, insights, new knowledge, or research directions to explore 
triggered by the observation?  
 
 









Where should I place the most energy during the next observation, and what sorts of 














Research Question 1 
 
Communicating Wants and Needs  
•! Transactional: student engages in a transaction with a community worker in order to get 
their needs met.   
•! Making a choice: student expresses a preference between two or more items (e.g., 
choice-making) 
•! Requesting: student asks someone else for something they want or need (e.g., drink of 
water, go to bathroom) or might make a request to stop doing something they don’t want 
to do.     
•! Asking for help: In situations where the student needs assistance to do something, they 
ask for help from a staff member, peer, or community member 
 
Participating in Instructional Interactions 
•! Completing a step: student physically completes a requested action in response to a 
prompt from the instructor about what they should be doing.   
•! Clarifying a prompt: 
o! Asking questions: student asks a question to clarify what they should do next.   
o! Commenting: Student repeats the prompt given and looks to the support staff 
person for confirmation prior to completing the step.  
•! Interacting with peers:  Students interact with another student with disabilities during an 
instructional interaction as a natural support (i.e., prompting).   
o! Supporting peer: the student provides instructional support for a student with a 
disability who requires assistance.   
o! Assistance from peer: the student receives some form of support during 
instruction to support them completing a skill or task.   
 
Engaging in Social Exchanges  
•! Momentary: Student engages in a brief interaction which is generally comprised of only 
a single initiation/response.  
o! Social conventions: Students acknowledge another person by either initiating or 
responding to them when they come into contact with them (e.g., say hello, 
respond with thank you).   
o! Single question and response: Student asks or answers a question and there is no 
immediate follow-up of another question question by another party to the 
conversation.   
•! Sustained: Student engages in an interaction which is reciprocal in nature, where 
questions are asked about topics designed to learn more about one another (e.g., personal 
details, preferences, experiences).  
o! Back and forth: Students engages in a back and forth questioning and response 
where the topics aren’t closely related.   
!
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o! Expanding: Student engages in a reciprocal communication where the students 
are building on the topic of conversation with follow up question.    
•! Gaining attention: 
o! Scripting: The student makes a verbal/vocal noise towards someone else but it is 
unclear if the initiation is to acknowledge or have a need met (e.g., comments, 
echolalia, TV/movie talk). The interaction is not part of instruction.   
o! Gesture: The student makes a gesture towards someone else but it is unclear if the 
initiation is to acknowledge or have a need met (e.g., pointing, taping). The 
interaction is not part of instruction.   
 
 
Research Question 2 
 
Supports: the degree to which supports provided to the student influences their ability and/or 
type of interaction with others during CBI (can be prior to CBI or while receiving CBI) 
 Instructional Supports 
•! Prompting: support staff communicate what is expected of the student  
•! Environmental manipulations: the support person specifically designs instruction to 
maximize the opportunity for students to interact (sabotage, configuration, grouping) 
•! Mediating/modeling: support staff demonstrate what they expect for the student to do 
through words or action.   
•! Pre-instruction: the degree to which school staff have provided pre-teaching or 
planned for the CBI trip 
•! Materials: Availability of materials (e.g., AAC, visual supports) which are designed 
to assist with instruction and/or interactions 
  
 Support Staff  
•! Staff knowledge: the perceived knowledge or experience that school staff (i.e., 
teacher, paraprofessional) has that prepares them to support individuals with severe 
disabilities to interact with others during CBI.  
•! Staff beliefs: school staff’s belief about the degree to which students need to learn 
how to interact with others 
•! Staff presence: the availability of staff (number, proximity, awareness) to provide 
support to the student. 
•! Staff/student relationship: the familiarity with, overreliance, seeking approval on staff 
   
 Family  
•! Family involvement: family’s role in providing opportunities for the student to be 
exposed to social situations outside of school 
 
Beliefs About Students 
•! Intrinsic qualities: student’s innate qualities as a person which impacts their desire to 
interact with others (e.g., friendliness, empathetic, helper, leader) 
•! Readiness: students prior or back ground knowledge which enables them to interact with 
others (shared experience).   
!
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•! Disability: the characteristics of the disability impact the student’s ability to effectively 
interact with others (including perceptions, invisible disability, behavior) 
 
Activity 
•! Type of Activity: different activities provide different types and amounts of opportunities 
to interact with others in the community. May be related to IEP goals.  Also, 
meaningfulness of activity.   
•! Time: the amount of time that it takes to focus on or complete an activity may impact the 
degree to which students can/are able to interact. This also includes down-time between 
actions within the activity.   
•! Familiarity: the degree to which student’s previous experience engaging in the activity 
impacts their ability to interact or the type of interaction they have with others.   
•! Preference: the degree to which a student likes a person/activity and the influence that 
has on their interactions with others.   
 
Setting 
•! Accessible: the degree to which the setting location is configured to support the needs of 
individuals with disabilities (e.g., physically accessible) 
•! CM presence: the number of community members or peers who are not part of the CBI 
trip are present in the community who are potential interaction partners; may be impacted 
by time of day  
o! Understanding: degree to which community members understand how to interact 
or awareness of the needs of individuals who have a disability 
o! Known: Community member knows the student with a disability through school, 
work, family, or other reasons 
•! Repeated exposure: degree to which students have been to a location or similar locations 
that enables them to understand how to navigate the setting and encounter  known people 
in the environment 
•! Sensory: the presence of stimuli that impacts the ability of the student to interact with 
others 
•! Location: the degree to which the location or type of community may impact acceptance 
of individuals with a disability and result in increased interactions  
 
 
 
